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1. GENERAL OVERVIEW

- A. Introduction to Issues in Distributional Analysis

Uses of distributional analysis

In addition to providing analyses of the revenue effects of pro-
posed tax changes, the staff of the Joint Committee on Taxation
(“JCT”) provides analyses of the distributional effects of certain tax
proposals. Distributional analysis attempts to provide information
about how a proposed tax change would affect the economic well-
being of different groups of taxpayers. This process is also referred
to as determining the incidence of the tax change (that is, deter-
mining which individuals bear the burden or benefit of the tax
change). This pamphlet? discusses the theoretical and practical is-
sues involved in analyzing the incidence of tax changes.

Distributional analysis may be helpful for policy makers who
want to evaluate the effect of proposed tax law changes. It is im-
portant to note, however, that £stributional analysis does not itself
determine whether a proposal is desirable. There is no “correct” an-
swer to the question of how tax burdens ought to relate to different
characteristics of taxpayers (e.g., income, consumption, wealth, or
innate ability); there are other considerations that are relevant
such as the effect of taxes on the level or growth rate of national
income.

As the majority of Federal tax revenue is raised through income-
based taxes, much attention has been paid to the relationship be-
tween tax burdens and taxpayers’ incomes. The following charac-
terizations are commonly used. If taxpayers with different incomes
face the same average tax burden (ratio of taxes paid to income),
then the tax is said to be proportional. If the average tax burden
increases as income increases, then the tax is said to be progres-
sive. If the average tax burden decreases as income increases, then
the tax is said to be regressive. By comparing how the burden of
a proposed change in the tax law is distributed across income class-
es to how the current tax burden is distributed, policy makers can
determine what effect the proposed change will have on the rela-
tionship between tax burdens and taxpayers’ incomes.

Knowing how the burden of a proposed tax change is distributed
across taxpayers also allows policy makers to assess any tradeoffs
between the efficiency and equity effects of proposals. For example,
a proposal to reduce the tax rate on capital income may reduce dis-
tortions of saving behavior caused by the income tax and may also

1This jxamph]et, prepared by the staff of the Joint Committee on Taxation, may be cited as
follows: Joint Committee on Taxation, Methodology and Issues in Measuring Changes in the Dis-
tribution of Tax Burdens (JCS-7-93), June 14, 1993, For other work explaining Joint Committee
on Taxation revenue estimation methodology, see Joint Committee on Taxation, Discussion of
Revenue Estimation Methodology and Process (JCS-14-92), August 13, 1992, and Joint Commit-
tee on Taxation, Explanation of Methodology Used to Estimate Proposals Affecting the Taxation
of Income from Capital Gains (JCS-12-90), March 27, 1990.

1)
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benefit the owners of capital. Distributional analysis shows policy
makers the equity effects of a proposal. They can then choose the
relationship between efficiency and equity effects they deem appro-
priate,

Distributional analysis also may be used to help craft tax law
changes to compensate for other proposed policy changes. For ex-
ample, distributional analysis was used in connection with the en-
actment of the Tax Reform Act of 1986 to attempt to insure that
the Act left unchanged the overall relative burdens on different
‘groups of taxpayers.

Expenditure incidence

The full effect of government policies on the economic well-being
of different groups of individuals can only be determined by exam-
ining the burdens and benefits imposed by changes in expenditure
policy as well as tax policy. For example, an increase in individual
income taxes could be used to finance an increased level of benefits
under the food stamp program. The increased taxes will impose
burdens on certain individuals, and the JCT distributional analysis
will attempt to measure what those burdens are and who bears
them. At the same time, the increased food stamp benefits will in-
crease the well-being of another set of individuals. The effects of
that expenditure program will be ignored in the JCT distributional
analysis, which looks only at tax changes.

It could be argued that distributional analysis should reflect both
expenditures and taxes. In theory, that analysis could attempt to
measure the entire effect of individuals’ interactions with the Fed-
eral Government. To be complete, one would want to consider the
effects of government regulations as well as direct spending pro-
grams. One also could argue that the tax and expenditure activities
of State, local, and foreign governments should be taken into ac-
count. The objective would be to show how the pre-tax, pre-transfer
distribution of resources is altered by all government tax and ex-
penditure policies.

There are a number of reasons why the JCT staff does not pur-
sue such a comprehensive approach. First, the policy makers who
make principal use of the JCT distributional analyses are generally
interested in isolating the effects of tax policy changes from broad-
er governmental goals. The isolation of tax policy may be the result
of jurisdictional constraints in Congress, or it may arise because
tax changes are but one possible method to be used to offset the
budget effects of a given expenditure change. Second, most propos-
als for tax changes do not have specific expenditure changes associ-
ated with them. Decisions on tax changes and expenditures are
usually made independently. When that occurs, there is no way to
combine the relevant programs in a meaningful manner. Nonethe-
less, the JCT staffs isolation of the distributional effects of tax
changes can allow the users of the distributional analyses to com-
pare the tax changes with other potential offsets for the expendi-
ture changes. Third, State and local governments play a large role
in the tax and transfer process, but to account for their actions
would require separate analyses for every relevant jurisdiction.
Fourth, the data gathering, modelling, and analysis requirements
for the JCT staff would be increased considerably. Finally, the data
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that would need to be collected would often not be related to the
area in which the JCT staff has a comparative advantage—i.e., tax-
ation.

JCT reporting of tax incidence

This pamphlet discusses issues that arise in producing distribu-
tional analyses of tax proposals and explains how the JCT staff cal-
culates the distributional effects of proposed tax law changes. Part
II of the pamphlet considers the general theoretical issues in meas-
uring tax incidence. These issues include:

o the definition of the economic burden of a tax;

o a theoretical framework for understanding the meas-
urement of that burden; ‘ .

e the proper time horizon for measuring the burden of
a tax;

o the shifting of burdens between parties in the econ-
omy; and

o the distinction between the economic burden of a tax
and the revenue collected from a tax.

A discussion follows in Part III on the distributional analysis of
particular types of taxes: labor taxes; capital taxes; consumption
taxes (both general consumption taxes and specific excise taxes);
wealth, estate and gift taxes; and certain special tax issues. Next,
there is a discussion in Part IV of how to classify taxpayers for the
purpose of reporting distributional effects of tax changes. Further,
certain other relevant issues are discussed in Part V. The remain-
der of Part I summarizes these discussions. Appendices provide dis-
cussions of certain additional technical matters.

B. Methodology of Distributional Analysis

Measurement of economic burden

In response to requests from Members of Congress for distribu-
tional analyses of specific tax proposals, the JCT staff attempts to
measure the distribution of the economic burden of the proposals
as accurately as data and time constraints allow. In preparing such
analyses, the JCT staff distributes the change in economic burden
across groups of taxpayers.

Two points need to be emphasized. First, the economic burden is
not the same as the total amount of tax revenue collected. For ex-
ample, if an excise tax on a good or service is increased, some indi-
viduals may choose to avoid consumption of the good. Even though
such individuals pay no tax, they bear a burden by foregoing con-
sumption of a good they would purchase in the absence of the tax
increase. The distinction between burden and tax revenue is ex-
plained in more detail in Part II.B on pages 26-29.

Second, the distribution of the burden across taxpayers does not
necessarily correspond to the statutory liability for tax payment.
That is, the individuals who are liable for writing the checks to the
government may not be the ones burdened by the tax. Instead, the
incidence of a tax will depend upon the conditions of supply and
demand in the affected markets. g/[arket forces often shift the bur-
den of a tax from the individual assigned the liability for payment

.
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to another party through price changes. While this issue is dis-
cussed in detail in Part II.B (pages 21-26), in simple terms, the
shifting of a tax change that takes place in the market depends
upon the relative behavioral response of taxpayers (how much the

uantity demanded or supplied of a good changes in response to a
change in the price of the good). Those parties who have the small-
est chan%e in behavior in response to a tax change generally will
bear the largest part of the burden of the tax change.

In measuring the burden of a change in taxes, the JCT staff
must determine not only the aggregate burden but also how much
of the burden is shifted among taxpayers. An accurate measure-
ment of that shifting requires empirical evidence regarding tax-

ayers’ behavioral responses, or elasticities of demand and supply
or both factors of production and final goods and services. The JCT

uses theoretical analyses of the markets affected by the tax change
to help make assumptions about the extent of behavioral response.
In those cases in which there is little or conflicting guidance from
either the empirical or the theoretical economics literature, the
JCT lstaff may not be able to do a distributional analysis of the pro-
posal.

In providing distribution analyses of the burden of those pro-
posed tax changes that do not present substantial analytical or em-
pirical obstacles, the JCT staff strives to:

(1) present an accurate reflection of the economic burden
(as opposed to statutory incidence) of the tax;

(2) maintain consistency in measurement and assump-
tions among tax proposals that are expected to have equiv-
alent economic effects on taxpayers, regardless of whether
they produce the same statutory liability; and

(3) make it possible for the distribution estimates of sev-
eral unrelated proposals comprising a package to be
summed 2 to procruce a distribution effect for the proposals
as a package.

In particular, satisfy ing the third principle above requires that
the measures of burden used by the JCT staff are comparable
across different tax proposals and different types of taxes. Most of
the tax proposals for which the JCT staff is asked to provide dis-
tributional analyses involve changes in income-based taxes. For
this reason, measures of burden are generally calculated in relation
to individuals’ annual incomes (annuitized over the five-year budg-
et period). For taxes that are levied not on income, but on wealt
or consumption, it is necessary to ensure that the burdens of such
taxes are measured so that they may be easily compared to the
burden of income-based taxes.

Choice of time horizon for calculating burden

Complete adherence to the above principles would require that
the effects of a proposed tax change be calculated across individ-
" uals’ entire lifetimes (and beyond, if bequest motives are taken into

2 Adjustments would need to be made for any interactions among proposals before attempting
to add their separate distributional effects.
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consideration). As is discussed below, the choice of a shorter hori-
Zon may cause“princiﬁle (2) on page 4 to be violated if some of the
benefit or burden of the proposal occurs beyond the chosen horizon.
Despite that problem, the JCT staff uses a finite horizon for its dis-
tributional analyses. In accordance with its adherence to Congres-
sional Budget Office (“CBO”) five-year economic baseline forecasts,
the JCT staff provides distributional analysis based on predicted
changes in taxpayer behavior that occur within the five-year budg-
et window. This choice of a five-year horizon generally conforms to
the period used for revenue estimates and other Federal Govern-
ment budget projections.

en any multi-year horizon is used, the burdens in future
years must be made comparable. In aggregating changes in burden
it would be inappropriate simply to add the face amount of each
year’s changes. Comparability is achieved by converting the bur-
dens into present values through appropriate discounting. As an il-
lustration, a $1 tax increase this year followed by a $1 tax cut next
year is a net increase in tax because a dollar received today is val-

measurement of tax burdens.3 ,

The choice of a five-year horizon for distributional analysis is a
departure from the previous approach of the JCT staff, which was
to use a one-year period* to measure the distribution of burden.
For straightforward, permanent rate changes in the individual in-
come tax, analysis of the distribution of the burden created in the
first year of the proposed changes would approximate the distribu-
tion of the present value of the burdens over the taxpayers’ life-
times. For temporary changes in a broad-based tax, however, the
use of a one-year period could lead to inconsistent results across
proposals. For example, a temporary reduction in the personal ex-
emption amount in the individual income tax does not have the
same effect on an individual’s lifetime after-tax income as does a

present an annualized version of the present value of the burden
for the entire five-year budget forecasting period for all of its dis-
tribution estimates. (See Part II.C, pages 31-36, for a detailed dis-
cussion of these issues.)

While the choice of a five-year horizon reduces the possibility of
the inconsistency mentioned above, problems remain. The use of
any finite horizon for a distributional analysis may affect the meas-
urement of the burden. One instance occurs when a change in bur-
den is expected to occur in a year beyond the finite horizon.5 An

i

31t should be noted, however, that because the budf‘et rules do not require discounting of fu-
ture receipts or outlays by the Federal Government, the JCT staff does not arply present-value
discounting in determining the revenue effects of proposed changes in the tax law,

e year chosen for tﬁe analysis was not necessarily the current year, but was a year in

which the proposal was fully phased in.

5An example of such a change would be a proposal to increase required estimated tax pay-
ments for a six-year period. A burden is created to the extent that the accelerated payments
reduce the amount of interest that could otherwise be earned by the taxpayer during the period

Continued
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issue for distributional analysis is whether to count the change in
well-being ag occurring inside the budget window (because of tax-
payers’ anticipations) or outside the budget window (when the
change in burden is scheduled to take effect).

Matters are even more complicated when the taxpayer has sub-
stantial control over the timing of tax payments. For example, re-
cent proposals to expand individual retirement accounts (IRAs)
have involved permitting taxpayers either to receive a tax benefit
in the current year in return for the payment of taxes in future
years or to receive a tax benefit in future years in return for the
payment of taxes in the current year. Because the date of IRA
withdrawals is largely determined Ky each individual taxpayer, the
taxpayer effectively chooses the length of time an IRA is main-
tained and thus the magnitude of the total net tax benefit received.
In this situation, it is uncertain what level of net tax benefit should
be attributed to taxpayers over the five-year budget period. It is in-
appropriate, however, to attribute to the taxpayer only the current-
year benefit or burden, because the taxpayer knows that he or she
will face a future burden or benefit in return.

Although the choice of a five-year approach does not solve all
consistency problems, it represents a workable compromise for the
analysis. For tax changes with complicated timing issues, the JCT
staff may adjust the standard methodology to avoid presenting mis-
leading measurements of economic burden.

Accounting for shifts in burden

As noted above, the extent to which the burden of a tax can be
shifted among individuals varies considerably depending on the
specific tax change being proposed. The extent to which analysts
can predict this shifting varies as well. Presented below is a sum-
mary of principles followed by the JCT staff in the analysis of the
shifting of tax burdens and tg;e measurement of the econoniic con-
“sequences of various types of timing shifts for various types of tax
changes. These princiyEes are adopted to help ensure consistency
among estimates of different types of taxes.

(1) When the amount that tax burdens are shifted
changes with the passage of time, only the burden shifting
that occurs within the five-year budget period is used. The
amount of burden shifting that occurs only after a five-
year period is ignored. The amount of burden shifting that
occurs in a period of less than a year is also ignored.® This
principle is applied to the individual and corporate income
taxes, and broad-based consumption and payroll taxes.”

(2) When the tax change requires a change in the timing
of tax payments, the burden is assumed to be foregone in-

of time before the tax is ultimately paid. In the year the acceleration ceases, there is actually
a reduction in the taxpayer’s burden, because the gurden was, in a sense, “preﬁaid.”
¢In general, the incidence of a tax may change with the p of time taxpayers
may have more ability over time to reapond to the tax chanfe. or example, consider the re-
sponse of gasoline consumers to an increase in a tax on gasoline. An immediate response may
a change in driving habits. As time passes, consumers may choose to replace their auto-
mobiles with more fuel-efficient models and they may choose to reduce their commutes by living

lon%er, but still within the five-year window.
7See Part I1.C, pages 31-36, for a more detailed discussion of this issue.
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terest earnings on the tax ayment for the period over
which the payments are shifted. This approach contrasts
with the revenue estimate for such proposals, which re-
flects the entire shift of tax liability between fiscal years.
This principle is applied to proposals affecting the deferral
of taxes.8 :

(3) When taxpayer behavior leads to a voluntary as-
sumption of increased tax liability within the budget pe-
riod, it is assumed that this increased liability represents
at worst no net increase in the taxpayer’s economic bur-
den. That is, taxpayers are assumed to take on these addi-
tional payments voluntarily in exchange for benefits of at
least equal magnitude. Hence, taxes paid as a result of
this decision are ignored for purposes of distributional
analysis (although not for revenue analysis). This Frinciple
is applied to capital gains_exclusions that result in in.
creased realizations and to IRA conversions that result in
a taxable rollover of accounts.®

(4) When an increase in taxation results in reduced con-
sumption of an item, it is assumed that the taxpayer expe-
riences a decrease in well-being as a result of the induced
change in consumption patterns. If individuals have sub-
stantial behavioraF responses to the price changes engen-
dered by tax changes, they may choose not to purchase or
produce the taxed good and thereby avoid the tax. Such
avoidance of the tax nonetheless is evidence of a burden
imposed by the tax, because the individual changed to a
less desirable pattern of consumption or production.1? Dis-
tributional analysis attempts to measure that burden
based on the taxes that would have been paid if no change
in consumption level had occurred. This principle is ap-
plied in the analysis of specific consumption taxes.!?

C. Application of Incidenc'ia‘ Analysis to Different Types of
axes

Following is a summary of the application of the above principles
to different types of taxes. A more J)etailed discussion of the issues
involved can be found in the separate discussions of each type of
tax in Part III of this pamphlet. At the conclusion to this section,
a table summarizes the application of the principles to the different
types of taxes,

Taxes on labor

For broad changes in those taxes based on the wages and sala-
ries of employees (such as the payroll tax and the portion of the
individual income tax assessed on labor income), the burden of the
tax change is assumed to fall entirely on the wage or salary earner,
regardless of whether the statutory liability falls on the employer
or the emgloyee. This convention reflects the assumption that ag-
gregate labor supply is inelastic. That is, the aggregate amount of

8See Part 11.C, page 35, for a more detailed discussion of this issue,

9See Part HLB.1, pages 4648, for a more detailed discussion of this issue,
108ee Part H.B, pages 2124, for a more detailed discussion of this issue,
118ee Part 111D, pages 60-66, for a more detailed discussion of this issue.
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labor supplied by workers is not very resgonsive to changes in the
after-tax wage rate. While consistent with principle (1) on page 6,
it ignores the possibility that, because of fixed-wage contracts, em-

ployers may be unable to adjust wages in the very short term. The
assumption of inelastic labor supply is not necessarily applied to
harrow wage-based tax changes, such as a narrowly designed em-
ployment tax credit or wage incentives that are targeted to specific
demographic groups or geographic regions. Distributions of these
types of proposals are estimated by the JCT staff only if sufficient
information is available to make inferences about incidence. (More
detailed discussion of these issues appears in Part II1.A).

For changes in specific deductions allowed under the individual
income tax, the burden or benefit generally is assigned to the indi-
viduals whose tax liabilities are changed, because the change is
treated as a change in the amount of tax benefit the individual re-
ceives from the deduction. For example, an increase in the allow-
able level of charitable contributions results in an increase in the
tax benefit for those individuals making specified donations. This
treatment is similar to that used in the distributional analysis of
changes in specific consumption taxes, in which the burden is as-
sumed to fall on the consumer (see discussion below).

Taxes on capital and savings

The burden of changes in the individual income tax on capital in-
come is assumed to fall on the owners of capital. This convention
reflects the assumption that the existence of a supply of foreign
funds and the increasing mobility of capital make it likely that
changes in United States individual income taxes on capital will
not lead to changes in the pre-tax rate of return to capital. Thus,
United States capital owners would bear the full burden of changes
in individual income taxes on capital.

The burden of changes in the corporate income tax is assigned
to owners of corporate capital. In the short run, changes in the cor-
porate income tax primarily affect the after-tax returns to existing
corporate capital. Thus, for the five-year horizon of JCT distribu.
tional analyses, the effect of changes in the corporate income tax
will largely be felt by owners of corporate equity. The convention
ignores the longer-run considerations that the rate of capital forma-
tion might change, that capital might flow in from or out to other
countries, and that some of the burden of the corporate income tax
might be borne by other factors of production, particularly labor.

Changes in broad-based investment incentives, such as invest-
ment tax credits and depreciation schedules, that are provided onl
to new investments will not increase the return on existin capital.
Instead, such changes will affect the rate of return availab e to sav-
ers, who are the investors in new capital. The JCT staff distributes
the benefit or burden of changes in broad-based investment incen-
tives to individuals according to their saving, rather than according
to their ownership of existing capital. Similarly, changes in the tax-
ation of savings, including changes in capital gains taxation and
rules affecting IRAs and pensions, are assumed to affect only sav-
ers.

Many of the tax proposals affecting capital and savings involve
complicated timing issues. For example, in accordance with prin-
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ciple (3) on page 7, the measurement of the burden of changes in
capital gains taxes does not take into account any additional tax
liability generated by increased realizations. As another_example,
the measurement of the burden or benefit of changes in IRA rules
includes only the deferred taxation of earnings on the assets held
in the account. (The treatment of these issues is discussed more
fully in Part III.B.)

As.in the case of labor taxes, the assumption that the entire bur-
den of a change in taxation of capital falls on owners of capital or
savers becomes problematic for narrow provisions such as invest-
ment tax credits for specific kinds of equipment or capital incen-
tives for targeted geographic areas. Assumptions regarding the dis-
tribution of the effects of these types of proposals are reviewed on
a case-by-case basis. Distributions of these types of proposals are
estimated by the JCT staff only if sufficient information is avail-
able to make inferences about incidence.

Taxes on consumption

One seemingly reasonable approach to distributing the burden of
a consumption tax would be to attribute the burden of the tax to
consumers in relation to the amount of their consumption of the
goods and services in the tax base. This procedure would treat the
annual burden of a consumption tax as the amount of the consump-
tion tax paid (that is, the burden would be measured as consump-
tion occurs). If the burden of a consumption tax were to be consid-
ered in isolation (and if it were measured as a fraction of consump-
tion), then assigning the burden of consumption taxes as consump-
tion occurs might be satisfactory. In practice, however, the measure
of the burden of a consumption tax needs to be comparable to the
measure of the burden of an income tax. Most of the tax proposals
for which the JCT staff is asked to provide distributional analyses
involve changes in income-based taxes. If the measures of burden
for consumption taxes and income taxes are not comparable, policy
makers may receive misleading information about the tradeoffs be-
tween using one type of tax or the other to finance a given expendi-
ture.

Another relevant consideration in measuring the burden of a con-
sumption tax is that, for purposes of distributional analysis, the
JCT staff measures burden as a fraction of income., Individuals’ an-
nual flows of income and consumption will diverge if they engage
in saving or borrowing. In particular, individuals may save during
peak-earning years in order to finance consumption in retirement,.
Consider otherwise identical individuals who differ only in age. If
the burden of a consumption tax is calculated as consumption oc-
curs, then a consumption tax that imposes identical burdens on the
two individuals over the course of their lifetimes would appear in
a given year to impose a higher burden (measured as a fraction of
income) when consumption is high relative to income (such as in
periods_of dissaving). Mismeasurement of the burden results be-
cause the numerator is measured when consumption occurs while
the denominator is measured when income is earned. One way to
avoid this problem is to measure both the burden and the income
over the taxpayer’s lifetime. Because the JCT staff has chosen the
five-year budget horizon to calculate the burden of proposed tax
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changes, an alternative approach is employed to reduce this
mismeasurement. That alternative is to measure the burden of a
consumption tax not as the tax paid on consumption as it occurs,
but as a reduction in the value of any income as it is received.

To make burden measures for consumption tax changes and in-
come tax changes comparable and to reduce mismeasurement of
lifetime burdens over the five-year horizon, the JCT staff converts
consumption taxes into equivalent income-based taxes. A broad-
based consumption tax is treated as an equivalent wage tax plus
a tax on old capital.’? The burden of the consumption tax is then
attributed to wages and capital income as they are earned by indi-
viduals. The deduction for new business investment under a con-
sumption tax is attributed to individuals in proportion to their
shares of national savings.13

In the case of narrow-based consumption taxes or specific excise
taxes, a conversion of the tax into an equivalent income-based tax
is once again made. The narrower consumption tax or specific ex-
cise is treated as a broad-based consumption tax at a lower rate,
and that lower-rate, broad-based consumption tax is converted into
an equivalent wage tax plus tax on old capital. But there is another
consideration. Because the consumption tax is on a narrower sub-
set of consumption items, one also needs to take account of the dis-
tributional effect of the rise in the relative after-tax price of the
taxed goods. If the taxed goods constitute a different proportion of
total expenditure for individuals in different income classes, then
the burden of the tax change will fall unevenly upon different in-
come classes. Any difference in expenditure shares for the taxed
goods is treated by assigning a higher tax rate for the equivalent
income-based tax on those individuals who devote a higher share
of their expenditures to the taxed goods. (This procedure is de-
scribed in more detail in Parts II1.C and II1.D.)

Taxes on wealth

The primary Federal wealth tax is the unified gift and estate tax,
which is a tax on the transfer of wealth. In the case of a transfer
made at death, the burden of changes in the estate tax is assigned
to the decedent based upon the decedent’s income in the year pre-
ceding the year of death. Because the importance of the bequest
motive as an explanation for saving is still an open question in the
economic literature,'* no decision is made at this time to attribute
part of the burden of the estate taxes to the heirs. In the case of
the gift tax, available data do not permit the distribution of the
burden of changes in the tax.

Because wealth is a stock that results from the accumulation of
past flows of saving, taxes on wealth are not directly comparable
to taxes on current flows such as income or consumption. Although

124014 capital” is capital in place at the time a tax is imposed.

!3Note that this approach is similar to that used in distributing the benefit of individual re-
tirement accounts in which, at the time of contribution, the tax&n\yer may deduct from gross
income the amount of the contribution (the so-called deductible IRA). The tax treatment of the
deductible JRA is equivalent to an exemption from tax for the return on the funds invested in
the IRA (as long as the individual faces t‘}))e same marginal tax rates at the time of contribution
and withdrawal). The tax benefit from the deduction for the contribution to the IRA is distrib-
uted as the earnings from the IRA accrue (tax-free) over time, and not as the deduction is
claimed (or as the contribution is made).

14For example, see the references cited in Part IILE.
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treating the burden of a wealth tax as being spread over the period
of wealth accumulation could make a wealth tax more comparable
to taxes on current flows of economic activity, there are practical
difficulties in determining the period over which the wealth was ac-
cumulated. (The treatment of these issues is discussed more fully
in Part IILE.)

Special tax issues

Pass-through entities—In general, entities such as subchapter S
corporations, partnerships, common trust funds, regulated invest-
ment companies (RICs) and real estate investment trusts (REITSs)
are required to pass through to the individual taxpayers who own
them the revenue earned and costs incurred (while maintaining the
tax characteristics of such revenues and costs that are passed
through). Thus, for distributional analysis, tax changes that affect
items passed through to individuals are assumed to have the same
incidence as if they affected the same items received directly by the
individual owners. Some tax changes may alter the character of
pass-through entities themselves. Because the non-tax factors that
affect a business’s choice of organizational form are not fully under-
stood, no attempt is made to distribute the burdens of tax changes
that alter the character of pass-through entities themselves. (The
treatment of these issues is discussed in Part IIL.F.1.)

Pensions.—Although it is generally believed that the tax benefits
provided for contributions to pension plans accrue to the pension
beneficiaries, it not clear that the burden associated with all
changes in pension rules are borne entirely by the pension bene-
ficiaries. The burden of those changes that affect the taxation of
distributions from pension plans is treated as borne by the pension
beneficiaries. The burden of those changes that relate to pension
plan funding requirements may be borne partly by the owners of
the firms involved. Distributions of these types of proposals are es-
timated by the JCT staff only if sufficient information is available
to make inferences about incidence. (The treatment of these issues
is discussed in Part II1.F.2.)

Nonprofit organizations.—There are many potential beneficiaries
of the tax deduction permitted to individuals for charitable con-
tributions to nonprofit organizations. It is possible that the tax ben-
efit may accrue to the individual contributor, to beneficiaries of the
nonprofit organization (through goods and services provided at re-
duced prices) or to employees of the nonprofit organization
(through higher wages or benefits). Because it is assumed that the
number of nonprofit organizations is sufficiently large that the
competition for contributors leads the organizations to pass on to
contributors the entire tax benefit, the benefit or burden of changes
in the deduction for charitable contributions is assumed to fall en-
tirely on the individuals taking the deduction. ;

Other tax provisions that affect nonprofit organizations include
corporate taxes assessed on holdings of corporate equity by non-
profit organizations and the income tax assessed on unrelated busi-
ness income. Because of the lack of guidance from either theoretical
or empirical analysis as to the incidence of such provisions, no dis-
tributional analysis is provided with respect to changes in such
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{)IrIoI\;isions. (The treatment of these issues is discussed in Part
F.3)

Non-U.S. persons.—The distributional analyses done by the JCT
staff focus on domestic individuals. For reasons of consistency and

simplicity, no distributional an

alysis is done of the burden on for-

elgn persons of U.S. tax changes. (The treatment of these issues is

discussed in Part IIIL.F.4.)
Summary

The box below summarizes the application of the JCT staff's gen-
eral principles to particular taxes.

Tax being changed:
Individual income tax on labor income
Payroll taxes

Targeted tax on Iabor income

Distribution of burden or benefit;
To wage or salary camners
To wage or salary eamers

Case-by-case basis

Specific deductions in individual i tax
Individua) income taxes on capital income
Corporate income tax

Broad-based investment incentives

Taxes on savings

Broad-based consumption taxes

Narrow-based consumption taxes and
specific excise taxes

Estate tax

Gift tax
Income items of pass-through eatities

Provisions affecting tax treatment of pass-
through entities themselves

Pensions
Non-profit organizations

Nan-U.S. persons

G lly to the taxpayers whose liabilitjes are affected
To owners of capital

To owners of corporate capital

To savers

To savers

Converted to equivalent income-based tax and attributed
to individuals based on their wages and income from old
capital

Converted to equivalent income-based tax and attributed
to individuals based on their wages and income from old
capital, weighted by the expenditure shares of the taxed
good(s)

To decedent based on income in the year preceding the
year of death

Generally not distributed
Distributed as if earned directly by the owners

Generally not distributed

Case-by-case basis
Generally not distributed

Generally not distributed
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D. How to Classify Taxpayers

The goal of distributional analysis is to show how changes in the
tax system affect individuals, who are placed into classes based on
a measure of their economic well-being. This classification of indi-
viduals requires two separate decisions: choosing the unit of analy-
sis (the individual) and choosing a measure of economic well-being.
The current practice of the JCT staff is to use tax filing units as
a proxy for individuals and to use a measure of economic income
based on an expansion of adjusted gross income (AGI) as a proxy
for economic well-being.!® Use of these proxies is a compromise be-
tween theoretical purity and practical application.

Unit of analysis

The tax filing unit has been chosen as the unit of analysis pri-
marily because of data availability. For individuals filing tax re-
turns, high-quality data are available on annual economic activi-
ties.’® For individuals not filing income tax returns (e.g., those with
incomes below the level where an income tax liability is assessed),
comparable financial information can be imputed from other, non-
tax return, sources (e.g., data collected by the Bureau of the Cen-
sus, Department of Commerce (“Census Bureau”)). Merging these
two sources provides a reasonably consistent picture of the reported
financial activities of the U.S. population.

Other researchers use alternative concepts for the unit of analy-
sis to study distributional issues. For example, the Census Bureau
uses the concepts of household (defined as those individuals,
whether or not related, who live in the same residence) and family
(a household composed of related individuals) to study income dis-
tribution. The Census Bureau concepts are consistent with its prac-
tice of surveying individuals who reside at a particular address. By
comparison, the tax filing units used by the JCT staff tend to be
no larger in size than the households or families used by the Cen-
sus Bureau. The Congressional Budget Office has presented income
distribution data on both a per capita basis and on a standardized
household basis. When compared to the tax filing unit used by the
JCT staff, these standardized households are somewhat larger
units.!” On the other hand, the tax filing unit is generally larger
than the single individual used in the per capita measure.

These alternative approaches involve tradeoffs between theoreti-
cal correctness, ease of implementation, and comprehensibility.
After careful consideration, the JCT staff has found none to be su-
perior (taking all factors into consideration) to the choice of tax fil-
ing)unit. (A thorough discussion of these issues is contained in Part
IV.

5 A tax filing unit is based on the tax return requirement for individual taxpayers. Thus the
following each constitute a tax filing unit: a single individual filing a return; a married couple
filing a joint return; each married person that files a separate return; and an unmarried parent
ﬁlinia ead of household return. )

16Returns filed by dependents of other tax ayers are not included as tax filing units, since
these returns do not represent the activities of independent economic units.

17See, for example, the analysis presented in the 1992 Green Book, Overview of Entitlement
{’rggrtlzgnssl, Committee on Ways amF Means, U.S. House of Representatives, May 15, 1992, PP.

493- .
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Measure of economic well-being

An ideal measure of household well-being would take into ac-
count what economists call the utility achieved by households from
all their activities (i.e., consumption of all goods and services val-
ued by the household, including leisure). This theoretically ideal
measure is unobtainable because households engage in many non-
market transactions that enhance the quality of life (e.g., maintain-
ing a household where children are nurtured), and because even
market transactions have unmeasured effects on the overall level
of household utility (e.g., where a person engages in labor he or she
dislikes in order to receive a sufficiently high cash wage in return).
Since utility is unmeasurable, economists often resort to equating
the economic well-being of a household to its annual economic in.
come.’® A common measure of economic income, termed the Haig-
Simons measure of annual income, is defined as the sum of the
market value of the household’s annual consumption of goods and
services plus the annual change in the household’s wealth.!® Two
of the major impediments to using the Haig-Simons measure of
economic income are that it requires estimates of unobservable or
non-market consumption (e.g., the flow of housing services
consumed by households residing in owner-occupied houses) and of
changes in wealth that are not accompanied by a market trans-
action (e.g., the change in value of property—stocks, bonds, real es-
tate, collectibles—held for the entire year).

Since market-based transactions are a major component of Haig-
Simons income, attempts to develop a proxy for this measure have
focused on accurately measuring these transactions. One reason-
ably complete source of a household’s market-based transactions is
the annual income tax return. This source has formed the basis for
many proxies for economic income (including the measure termed
expanded income, used by the JCT staff). As mentioned above, the
use of tax returns as primary data sources leads quite naturally to
focusing on the tax filing unit as the unit of analysis for distribu-
tional purposes.

Expanded income as used by the JCT staff is defined as adjusted
gross income (AGI) from the annual Federal income tax return plus
estimates of the following items:

(1) tax-exempt interest;

(2) worker’s compensation;

(3) non-taxable Social Security benefits;

(4) excluded income of U.S. citizens living abroad (sec.
911 income);

(5) value of Medicare benefits in excess of premiums
paid; '

{6) minimum tax preferences;

'8An alternative measure could be permanent income, which is the measure of the lifetime
resources available to a household, converted to an annualized basis. A proxy for permanent in-
come which is sometimes utilized is annual household consumption, on the notion that annuatl
consumption better reflects the amount of lifetime resources available to a houschold on an
annualized basis (since annual consumption generally does not show as much variation as an-
nual income).

12This concept is described in Henry Simons, Personal Income Taxation: The Definition of In-
come as a Problem of Fiscal Policy, (Chicago: The University of Chicage Press), 1938.
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(7) employer contributions for health plans and life in-
surance;

(8) employer share of payroll taxes; and

(9) corporate tax payments imputed to individual cor-
porate shareholders. -

Generally, these additions can be thought of as: cash receipts not
included in AGI (items (1)-(4)); the value of non-means-tested Fed-
eral program benefits in excess of the tax or charge paid to finance
a portion of the benefits (item (5)); special or enhanced deductions
allowed in computing AGI (item (6)); employer-provided fringe ben-
efits or employer payments that represent economic income to the
employee (items (7)-(8)); and taxes collected from corporations that
are attributed to income earned by individuals in their capacity as
capital owners (item (9)). This last item focuses on corporate taxes
paid, because the starting point of AGI already includes dividend
payments and retained earnings (to the extent these are reflected
in the form of realized capital gains).2° It should be noted that, as
used by the JCT staff, expanded income is measured in nominal
dollars, without adjustment for inflation. This mismeasures eco-
nomic income. For example, the decline in the real value of interest
income caused by inflation is not measured. The use of a nominal
income measure makes comparisons across years difficult because
taxpayers with the same real income generally will have different
nominal incomes in different years.

One significant decision by the JCT staff is to include in its
measure of economic income the amount of capital gains income re-
alized in a tax year rather the accrued capital income that would
be incorporated under a true Haig-Simons measure of income. This
decision was made primarily because the paucity of data on wealth
accumulation by households argues against imputations of accrued
gains on a household-by-household basis. However, the JCT staff
realizes that the discretionary nature of many capital gains realiza-
tion transactions, together with the fact that a significant share of
capital gains income is never taxed (because much capital gains
property is passed on to heirs without income tax being levied and
because the vast majority of housing capital gains are untaxed due
to rollovers and the exclusion from gross income of up to $125,000
in gain for sellers over age 55) are reasons to prefer inclusion of
an annual measure of accrued capital gains in economic income.

Another significant decision is to exclude from the measure of
economic income any contributions to retirement plans (either by
an employer or by an individual through a salary reduction agree-
ment or through a tax-deductible IRA plan) while including in the
measure the full amount of distributed retirement income gen-
erated by the contributions. As discussed more fully in Part IV.C.
below, this decision also reflects data limitations. It is realized that
this choice will understate the Haig-Simons measure of income for
persons in the prime earning years (when contributions to these re-
tirement plans are made) and overstate the Haig-Simons measure

20Some filing units will be found to have negative economic incomes when all these items are
Slé%medﬂ_These units generally are not included in the distributional analyses performed by the
staff,
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of income of retired taxpayers (when the entire amounts withdrawn
are treated as economic income).2!

A third significant decision is to include as both economic income
and taxes paid the share of corporate income tax indirectly paid by
individuals in their capacity as capital providers.22 In particular,
the portion of corporate income tax paid in a year that is not attrib-
uted to nonprofit organizations, pension plans, or to foreign share-
holders is deemed to be paid indirectly on behalf of individual
shareholders. The total amount of this deemed-paid tax is imputed
to individuals based on their ownership of corporate shares.23

All three of these decisions reflect the fact that the JCT staffs
economic income classifier is a considered compromise between the-
ory, ease of implementation, and understandability.24

E. Sample Distributional Table

Table 1, below, illustrates the information provided by the JCT
staff in a typical distribution analysis. The lefthand column (the
column labeled A in Table 1) lists the income categories across
which the burden of proposed tax changes is distributed. Placement
of taxpaying units into the income categories listed in the lefthand
column is based on their income in the first year of the budget pe-
riod. The components of income included in the JCT measure of ex-
panded income used for classification of each filing unit are sum-
marized in footnote (1) of all JCT distribution tables.

2! Certain lump-sum distributions from retirement plans (those for which five-year or 10-year
averaging treatment is elected) may not be included in the JCT measure of economic income
since these amounts are not included in AGI.

22This decision is an attempt to match taxes attributable to corporate income to the dividend
and capital gains income earned by individuale’ investments in corporate entities.

23In distributing the burden of changes in corporate tax rates, the JCT staff generally as-
sumes that these are borne by individuals in proportion to their ownership of corporate capital.
This is consistent with the short- to medium-term analysis of tax changes. For further discus-
sion of this issue, see Part 111.B.2. '

241t should be noted that the expanded income measure is only one of many possible measures
of economic income. For example, Joseph A. Pechman, Who Paid the Taxes, 1966-85, (Washing-
ton, D.C.: The Brookings Institution), 1985, pp. 11-14, lists several alternative measures of in-
come used to measure the economic well-being of households.
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Table 1.--Distributional Effects of a $500
Increase in the Personal Exemption, 1994-1998

(1993 Level)
A B . Cc D E
Present Law Present Law Proposed Burden Change

Expanded " Federal Average Change in as a Share

Income Class (1) Taxes (2) Tax Rate (3) Tax Burden of Income
) Billions Percent Millions Percent
Less than $10,000......... $9 10.4% -$232 -0.27%
10,000 to 20,000......... 38 M1.7% -1,081 -0.33%
20.000to 30,000......... 71 16.9% -1.802 -0.43%
30,000 to 40.000........ 85 19.0% -1,815 -0.43%
40,000 to  50.000....... 92 20.8% -1,731 -0.39%
50,00010 75,000... 199 22.3% -3.651 -0.41%
75,000 to 100,000... 124 24.7% 2,011 -0.40%
100,000 to 200,000........ 143 26.7% -1,479 -0.28%
200,000 and over........... 168 30.3% -195 -0.04%
Total, All Taxpayers $929 22.1% -$14,097 -0.33%

Source: Joint Committee on Taxation

(1) The income concept used to place tax returns into income categories is adjusted gross income
(AG]) plus: [1] tax-exempt interest, [2] employer contributions for health plans and life insurance,
[3] employer share of FICA tax, [4] workers' compensation, {5} nontaxable social security benefits,
[6] insurance value of Medicare benefits, {7} corporate income tax liability attributed to
stockholders, (8] alternative minimum tax preference items, and |9} exciuded income of U.S.
citizens living abroad.

(2) Includes individual income tax, FICA and SECA tax, excise taxes, estate and gift taxes,
and corporate income tax.

(3) Present law Federal taxes as a share of expanded income.

The first two data columns (the columns labeled B and C in
Table 1) generally will be the same for all distribution tables pro-
duced in a given year. They provide a reference point for evaluat-
ing the distributional consequences of proposed tax changes illus-
trated in the rest of the table.

Column B provides a measure of total Federal taxes effectively
paid under present law according to filing units within each income
category. This measure includes the following taxes:

Tax: Attributed / Allocated To:
Individual income tax The individual paying the tax
Payrol] tax The wage earner (both the employee and employer portion)
Corporate income tax Corporate stockholders after adj to lude foreign

owners of capital, pension fuads, and non-profits
Estate tax The income class of the deceased taxpayer
Excise taxes Retail consumers of taxed products plus all consumers in

proportion to the ratio of intermediate purchases of taxed
prodi to total purch of taxed prod
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Column C shows the average effective tax rate of each income
class under present law. It is calculated for each income class by
dividing the annuitized value of total taxes effectively paid by the
annuitized value of total expanded income for individual filing
units in that class. This measure is presented in the table to pro-
vide an order of magnitude for the share of the resources devoted
to Federal taxes by each income group. As explained more fully
below, the average effective tax rate is used as a proxy for a more
precise calculation of the burden of the current tax system.

Some have suggested that the appropriate baseline for evaluation
of a proposed burden change is the burden of the current tax sys-
tem. While the JCT staff agrees that this would be a useful presen-
tation, it is not confident that the present law burden can be deter-
mined with enough accuracy to warrant presenting such a measure
in JCT distribution tables. Estimating the burden of a complex sys-
tem that has evolved gradually over a long period of time presents
severe problems that are not encountered in measuring the burden
of a specific proposed change. To measure the burden of the current
tax system, it would be necessary to compare incomes under the
current system with what they would be in an economy with no
taxes. There is insufficient consensus in the economic theory of tax
incidence analysis to make such a comparison possible, and there
is certainly no empirical evidence on incomes in an economy com-
parable in size to the United States economy with no taxes.

In addition, as discussed above, the burden of a tax may shift
among different groups of taxpayers over time. Because of the
gradual evolution of the existing system, the shifting process is also
continuous, which makes the application of concepts of long-run
versus short-run incidence analysis problematic. For example, the
individual income tax code was substantially amended in 1981,
1982, 1986, and 1990. The current burden of the present-law sys-
tem undoubtedly reflects varying stages of market adjustment to
all these revisions. Sorting out all of these adjustments with
enough precision for use in a measurement of the burden of the tax
system would be prohibitively time-consuming and costly.

Finally, the average effective tax rate is used even though it does
not attempt, for example, to account for the efficiency losses in the
economy that result from the current system of taxation. An esti-
mate of those efficiency losses would be required in an estimate of
the burden of the tax system. In contrast, the efficiency losses that
are due to behavioral responses to specific taxes are more identifi-
able for particular, incremental tax changes. They are included
where appropriate in JCT staff burden estimates of tax changes.

As noted above, the time horizon for analysis of the burden of
proposed tax changes is the manageable, five-year budget forecast
period; all of the information presented in the data columns of the
table is calculated on a five-year, annualized present value basis.
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The estimated burden of proposed tax changes for each income
class appears in column D. The tax change presented in the sample
table is an increase of the personal exemption by $500 effective for
1994 and years thereafter. In column E, the estimated change in
burden for each income class is divided by the total amount of in-
come in each class.25 This measure may be viewed as the change
in the average effective tax rate as a result of the proposed change.
It provides a scaling factor that allows the evaluation of the burden
change relative to resources available for each income class.

25This total is calculated as the five-year, annuitized income of each taxpayer currently in
the specified income class. Using annuitized income makes the denominator consistent with the
numerator (annuitized burden).



II. THEORETICAL DISCUSSION OF TAX INCIDENCE

A. The Purpose of Distributional Analysis

A distributional analysis measures the effect of a tax change on
the economic well-being of different groups of taxpayers. In other
words, it measures how the economic burden of the tax is distrib-
uted across categories of taxpayers.

The distribution of the economic burden of a tax is referred to as
the economic incidence of the tax. It is important to distinguish
economic incidence from statutory incidence. The statutory inci-
dence is borne by the people who are legally liable for the tax (gen-
erally those who are required to write the checks to the govern-
ment). However, in a market economy, these people may not be the
ones who suffer a loss of economic well-being due to the tax. The
economic incidence of the tax is borne by the people who experience
a loss of economic well-being as a result of the tax.

For example, distributors of motor fuels bear the statutory inci-
dence of the motor fuels excise tax, because the law requires them
to write a check to the government. However, as explained below,
such a tax may cause the price of motor fuels to increase, so that
the ultimate consumers of motor fuels may suffer a loss of economic
well-being. If the tax causes the price of motor fuels to increase,
consumers of motor fuels bear at least part of the economic inci-
dence of the tax.

In its distributional analyses, the JCT staff attempts to deter-
mine the economic incidence of the relevant tax provisions. The
statutory incidence of the tax is ignored. Throughout this pam-
phlet, the term “incidence” refers to economic incidence, unless oth-
erwise noted.

To understand how the incidence of a tax is determined, it is nec-
essary to review the economic theory of tax incidence.

B. The Economic Theory of Tax Incidence

In its preparation of distributional analyses, the JCT staff ap-
plies the economic theory of tax incidence. This theory, which
arises from a study of supply and demand, has a wide range of ap-
plications. The discussion below refers to an excise tax on a good
called “gadgets,” which are supplied by “producers” and demanded
by “consumers.” However, the basic analysis can be applied to a tax
on labor (such as the individual income tax or payroll taxes), which
is supplied by workers and demanded by firms, or to a tax on cap-
ital, which is supplied by savers and demanded by firms. This anal-
ysis is applied to labor taxes in Part IIL.A, capital taxes in Part
II1.B, and excise taxes in Part III.D.

(20)
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Supply and demand in a s}ingle market (partial equilibrium)

According to economic theory, the economic incidence of a tax
does not depend on its statutory incidence. The economic well-being
of consumers is affected by the price that they pay for a taxed good
and the economic well-being of producers is affected by the net re-
ceipts that they receive for selling the taxed good. The price and
net receipts are determined by the economic forces of supply and
demand, not by the statutory provisions requiring particular par-
ties to make the tax payments. The incidence of a tax therefore re-
quires an analysis of supply and demand. For simplicity, it is as-
sumed that the market is competitive, meaning that the number of
producers selling the good is sufficiently large that no single pro-
ducer can materially affect the market price.26 In addition, the fol-
lowing discussion will analyze the tax change as having effects only
in a single year.2”

The supply curve for gadgets represents firms’ aggregate willing-
ness to produce gadgets at various prices. The curve measures the
quantity that firms choose to produce at each price. The supply
curve depends upon the costs of production, which are the amounts
that firms must pay to producers (the suppliers of labor, capital
and other factors of production used to produce gadgets). Generally,
firms require higher unit prices to increase production profitably,
so the curve slopes upward. This occurs because, as production in-
creases, firms must make greater payments to producers, such as
overtime wages for labor. In Figure 1, the curve SUPPLY is the ag-
gregate supply curve for gadgets over a particular price interval.

$/gadget A} SUPPLY"
P+$ ] 00 .................................................................................. g SUPPLY
P+$.40 ..... R T PP PR P PRSPPI " H
3 S
P$.60 [ty DEMAND

.
~ -

Q-x Q gadgets
FIGURE 1

——
2The theory of incidence in a single competitive market is discussed by Joseph E. Stiglitz,

Economics of the Public Sector (New York: W. W. Norton & Company), 1988, pp. 415-423 and

Harvey S. Rosen, Public Finance (Homewood, IL.: Irwin), 1988, pp. 269-276. The theory of inci-

dence in a noncompetitive market is discussed by Stiglitz, pp. 423-426 and Rosen, pp. 276-278.
27Parts I1.C and 11D generalize the analysis to multiple years.
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The demand curve for gadgets represents consumers’ aggregate
willingness to pay for gadgets at various prices. The curve meas-
ures the quantity that consumers choose to buy at each price. Since
consumers generally demand more of a good when prices are low,
the demand curve is generally downward sloping. In Figure 1, the
curve DEMAND represents aggregate consumer demand for gadg-
ets over a particular price interval.

If there is no tax on gadgets, the market price for gadgets would
be P per gadget. Consumers demand and producers supply Q gadg-
ets. When an excise tax on gadgets is imposed, the market for
gadgets is affected. If a tax of $1.00 per gadget is imposed on pro-
ducers, they will not supply Q to the market unless the price of
gadgets increases to P + $1.00. A tax imposed on the producer be-
comes part of the costs of production and thereby lowers the net
return to the producer. The supply conditions indicate that produc-
ers will only supply Q gadgets if they receive, after tax, P per gadg-
et. In Figure 1, the effects of the tax on producers’ willingness to
produce is shown by a shift in the supply curve to SUPPLY’. How-
ever, the demand curve has not shifted and is still given by DE-
MAND. If the price of gadgets is greater than P per gadget, con-
sumers are not willing to purchase Q gadgets. In this example, for
the quantity demanded to equal the quantity supplied (and the
market to be in equilibrium), the price (gross of tax) must rise to
P+$0.40 per gadget, at which consumers are willing to buy Q-X
gadgets. Producers’ net receipts then fall to P-$.60 per gadget, at
which they are willing to supply Q-X gadgets.

If the $1.00-per-gadget excise tax were imposed on consumers
rather than producers, the result would be the same. Consumers
will buy the original number of gadgets only if the net-of-tax price
falls to (P-$1.00) per gadget. This is illustrated in Figure 2, in
which the tax shifts the demand curve downward from DEMAND
to DEMAND’. For supply to equal demand, the net-of-tax price
must fall to P-$0.60 per gadget, which will be the producers’ net
receipts per gadget. Including the tax, consumers pay P+$0.40 per
gadget. Consumers demand and producers supply Q-X gadgets.

The economic equilibrium in the gadgets market is not affected
by whether the tax is collected from consumers or producers. The
quoted price differs only because it includes the $1.00 per gadget
tax in the first case but does not include it in the second case.
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FIGURE 2

In this example, economic analysis indicates that both consumers
and producers suffer a loss of economic well-being from the tax, re-
gardless of the statutory incidence of the tax. Consumers suffer two
distinct losses of economic well-being. First, consumers who paid P
per gadget prior to the imposition of the tax now pay P+$0.40 per
gadget. The tax clearly reduces their economic well-being by $0.40
for each gadget they buy. Second, at the higher price, consumers
no longer purchase some gadgets which they had purchased at P
per gadget prior to the imposition of the tax. This is also a loss of
economic well-being, as these consumers switch to less-desired
goods and services.

In Figure 3, the area of the rectangle AFGB represents the first
source of loss of consumer well-being, that due to consumers paying
more for each gadget that they continue to purchase. The area of
the triangle BGE represents the second source of loss of consumer
well-being, that due to some consumers foregoing the purchase of
gadgets that they would have purchased in the absence of the tax.
The area of the trapezoid AFEB represents the total loss in con-
sumers’ economic well-being from the tax.

Similarly, producers of gadgets suffer two distinct losses of eco-
nomic well-being. First, they now receive net revenues of only P-
$0.60 for each gadget they sell rather than the P per gadget that
they received prior to the imposition of the tax. Second, because net
revenues per gadget are lower, producers choose not to sell as
many gadgets as they did previously. Consequently, producers lose
potential profits because of lost sales.

In Figure 3, the area of the rectangle FDCG represents the first
source of loss, that due to lower net receipts on the new level of
sales. The area of the triangle GCE represents the second source
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of loss, the excess of revenue over costs on the sales that are lost
due to the tax. The area of the trapezoid FDCE represents the total
loss in producers’ economic well- bemg from the tax. The sum of the
areas of these trapezoids, which is the total loss of economic well-
benég of consumers and producers, is the area of the polygon
ADCEB.
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FIGURE 3

The importance of behavioral response

When a tax is imposed, the division of the loss of economic well-
being between consumers and producers depends upon their behav-
ioral responses to price changes.?® In general, the larger portion of
the loss will be borne by the group whose behavior is the least re-
sponsive to price changes.

Consider the case in which the quantity of gadgets demanded by
consumers is very sensitive to the gross price they pay per gadget
but the quantity of gadgets supplied by producers is not very sen-
sitive to their net receipts per gadget. Then, the effect of the tax
is primarily to lower the producers’ net receipts per gadget, with
only a slight increase in the gross price per gadget consumers pay.
Because the quantity of gadgets demanded is so sensitive to price,
the slight increase in the gross price per gadget paid by consumers
reduces the quantity demanded by the same amount as the large
reduction in producers net receipts per gadgets lowers the quantity
supplied (which is less sensitive to price). In thls case, producers
bear most of the burden of the tax.

28Throughout this pamghlet behavioral changes are defined as changes in quantities that the
taxpayer can control, such as production, consumption, saving or labor supply. They do not in-
clude changes in prices.
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The results are reversed if the quantity of gadgets demanded by
consumers is not very sensitive to the gross price per gadget they
pay but the quantity of gadgets supplied by producers is sensitive
to their net receipts per gadget. Then, the effect of the tax is to
greatly increase the gross price per gadget paid by consumers while
only slightly reducing the producers’ net receipts per gadget. Be-
cause the quantity of gadgets supplied by producers is so sensitive
to price, the slight reduction in their net receipts per gadget re-
duces the quantity supplied by the same amount as the large in-
crease in consumers’ gross price per gadget reduces the quantity
demanded (which is less sensitive to price). In this case, consumers
bear most of the burden of the tax.

In one extreme case, if consumers do not reduce their purchases
of gadgets as the price of gadgets rises, then the entire incidence
of the tax falls upon consumers. In the opposite extreme case, if
producers do not change production in response to changes in their
net receipts, then the entire incidence of the tax falls upon produc-
ers.

Economists measure the behavioral responses of consumers and
producers by calculating the elasticity of demand and the elasticity
of supply. The elasticity of demand is the percentage by which the
quantity demanded falls if the price paid by consumers rises by one
percent.?® The elasticity of supply is the percentage by which the
quantity supplied rises if producers’ net receipts per unit rise by
one percent. If the elasticity of demand for a good is high relative
to its elasticity of supply, most of the incidence of a tax on the good
falls upon producers. If the elasticity of supply of a good is high rel-
ative to its elasticity of demand, most of the incidence of a tax on
the good falls upon consumers.?3°

Consumers’ and producers’ behavioral responses are likely to
vary over time. In general, both demand and supply will be more
elastic in the long run than in the short run, because some behav-
ioral changes can only occur after the passage of some time. Con-
sider an increase in the motor fuels excise tax. In the short run,
consumers can reduce fuel use by driving fewer miles. In the long
run, consumers can also buy more fuel-efficient cars and relocate
to reduce commuting distance. Due to these additional behavioral
changes, the tax will cause a greater reduction in gasoline demand
in the long run than in the short run. Similarly, in the short run,
producers can reduce gasoline supply by altering refinery runs. In
the long run, the supply response will be larger because producers
can also open, close, or remodel refineries.

If behavioral responses are different in the short run and in the
long run, the incidence of a tax will also be different. Economic the-
ory defines the long run as the time interval in which individuals
can fully adjust to the change but does not identify a precise length

2°Under this definition, the demand' elasticity is a positive number. Sometimes, the demand
elasticity is defined to be the percentage increase in ?uantity demanded for a one iercent price
increase. This definition of the demand elasticity yields the same number but with a negative

sign,

%These effects can be mathematically described. Let €, denote the elasticity of supply and
€4 denote the elasticity of demand. Then, a tax of one dollar per unit causes the gross-of-tax
Frice to rise by eJ(es+€,) dollars per unit and the producers’ net receipts to fall by e/(eq+e,) dol-
ars per unit.
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of time. The relevant time interval is likely to differ across goods
and may be different for demand and for supply.

The JCT staff generally makes incidence assumptions based
upon a short-run or medium-run response, to maintain consistency
with its choice of a five-year horizon (as discussed below in Part
II.C). This issue is specifically discussed with respect to the cor-
porate income tax in Part II1.B(2)(a).

Difference between tax revenue and tax burden

The burden of a tax (the loss of economic well-being) is not the
same as the revenue collected from the tax. In Figure 3, the reve-
nue raised by the tax is the area of the rectangle ADCB, while the
loss of economic well-being is the area of the polygon ADCEB,
which is larger. Economists refer to the loss of economic well-being
in excess of the government’s tax revenue as the “excess burden”
or “deadweight loss” of the tax. In Figure 3, the area of the triangle
BCE is a measure of the excess burden resulting from the tax.3!

The previous analysis considered the effects of introducing a new
tax. However, many legislative proposals that are analyzed by the
JCT staff provide for changes in preexisting taxes. The excess bur-
den per dollar of additional revenue can be quite large when a pre-
existing tax is increased. This point is illustrated by Figure 4. In
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FIGURE 4

‘“.The deadweight loss from a tax change includes transactions costs and other burdens of be-
havioral adjustment incurred by taxpayers.
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the absence of taxes, the supply curve, which is assumed to be hori-
zontal for simplicity, is SUPPLY. A preexisting tax has shifted the
supply curve to SUPPLY’ and the tax increase being analyzed will
further shift the curve to SUPPLY”. The revenue already being
raised by the preexisting tax is equal to the area of the rectangle
BCIH. After the tax increase, the new level of revenue is the area
of the rectangle ACFD. The excess burden of the tax increase is
equal to the area of the trapezoid DFIH, which is large relative to
the increase in revenue from the tax increase.

Since the excess burden of the tax increase arises from the be-
havioral response of consumers and producers, its magnitude rel-
ative to the revenue increase depends upon the extent of those be-
havioral responses, which are measured by the demand and supply
elasticities of the taxed good. If consumers do not change their de-
mand for the good in response to changes in the price per unit (the
elasticity of demand is zero) or if producers do not change their
production of the good in response to changes in their net receipts
per unit produced (the elasticity of supply equals zero), then the
revenue increase and the loss of economic well-being resulting from
the tax increase are identical and there is no excess burden. In
that case, the revenue increase and the loss of well-being are both
equal to the tax rate increase multiplied by the fixed output of the
good. In general, the excess burden per dollar of revenue is larger
when the elasticity of either demand or supply is further away
from zero. :

The change in taxpayers’ economic well-being from a tax increase
can be viewed as a combination of three components:

(1) The increase in tax revenue that would result if out-
put of the taxed good did not change. This is sometimes re-
ferred to as the static revenue change. In Figure 4, this is
the area of the rectangle ABHG.

minus—

(2) The reduction in tax revenue due to the reduction in
output caused by the tax. In Figure 4, this is the area of
the rectangle DFIG.

plus—

(3) The excess burden of the tax increase, which is the
loss of economic well-being that producers and consumers
incur from the decrease in output. In Figure 4, this is the
area of the trapezoid DFIH.

The correct measure of the economic burden due to the tax in-
crease is (1) minus (2) plus (3). In Figure 4, the burden is equal
to the area of the trapezoid ABHD.
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However, in distributional analyses, the JCT staff generally in-
cludes only (1) as the measure of the burden from a tax change.
In other words, the JCT staff uses the static revenue increase to
approximate the decrease in taxpayers’ economic well-being. This
methodology overestimates the loss of economic well-being due to
a tax increase and understates the improvement in economic well-
being due to a tax reduction. However, it is easier to implement
and requires less information than the theoretically correct ap-
proach. In Figure 4, the JCT staff would approximate the economic
burden of the tax increase as the area of the rectangle ABHG. This
area differs from the correct economic burden by the area of the tri-
angle DHG.

This approach differs from that usad by the JCT staff to prepare
revenue estimates. JCT staff revenue estimates of a tax change
measure the actual revenue change, (1) minus (2).32 Therefore,
whenever a tax change is expected to induce a behavioral response,
the revenue change presented in the JCT staff revenue estimate
will diverge from the burden distributed in the JCT staff distribu-
tional analysis. This divergence is appropriate because they meas-
ure different economic concepts. Using the actual revenue change
in the distributional analysis would grossly mismeasure the loss of
economic well-being for many tax changes.

This point can be seen in Figure 4. The actual revenue increase
differs from the correct measure of the economic burden by the
amount of the excess burden induced by the tax increase. In Figure
4, the error from using the actual revenue change to measure the
loss of economic well-being is the area of the trapezoid DFIH. This
error is much larger than the error from using the static revenue
increase (the area of the triangle DHG).

The superiority of the static revenue change (relative to the ac-
tual revenue change) as an approximation to economic burden is
not attributable to any special features of Figure 4. Instead, this
conclusion generally holds for changes in the rate of a preexisting
tax. (A situation where this may not be true is discussed below.)
The static revenue change and the actual revenue change have
similar degrees of accuracy only in the special case when the intro-
duction of a new tax is being considered.3? For changes in the rate
of a preexisting tax, the static revenue change generally is a supe-
rior approximation to the change in economic well-being.

32A more complete discussion of the JCT staffs treatment of behavioral response in revenue
estimates is grovided by Joint Committee on Taxation, Discussion of Revenue EZtimation Meth-
odology and Process, pp. 6-8.

33This can be seen in Figure 3, in which (1) is the area obtained by multiplying the tax rate
(AD} and the initial output (EF), (2) is the area cbtained by multigl ing the tax rate (AD) times
the output reduction (EG) and (3) is the area of the triangle B g ’Ighe error from using the
actual revenue change is the area of the triangle BCE while the error from using the static reve-
nue change is the sum of the areas of the triangle above BE and the triangle below EC.
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This point can be illustrated by considering the taxation of real-
ized capital gains. Suppose that the tax rate on realized capital
gains is increased and that the amount of realized capital gains
falls in response to the higher tax rate. If the decline is large
enough, tax revenues can actually fall due to the tax increase.
(This arises if (2) is larger than (1).) However, the tax burden must
have increased because investors with capital gains are faced with
a less desirable set of options. The fact that they pay less taxes
does not mean that they are better off; instead, the decline in tax
payments arises because investors have changed their behavior,
which actually reduces their economic well-being.34

While the static revenue change generally is a reasonable esti-
mate of the change in burden, tax changes may be proposed for
which the static revenue measure may be a very inexact measure
of burden. For example, one might propose that all corporations fil-
ing returns include their nine-digit zip code in their address, and
that those that did not do so would be subject to a $1,000 fine. If
the current practice of corporations filing returns was to include
only their five-digit zip code, the static measure of burden would
be quite large ($1,000 times the number of corporations). However,
corporations can almost costlessly comply by calling the nearest
post office, suggesting that the burden is not nearly as large as a
static estimate would suggest. More generally, when the demand
curve for a good is infinitely elastic (flat), or nearly so, small tax
increases can eliminate consumption of the good entirely. A large
tax increase would have identical effects, and should be measured
as imposing the same burden. However, static estimates of the bur-
den of the two taxes would differ significantly. In such instances,
the JCT staff may exercise its judgement and adjust the burden
from the static revenue estimate. )

To present meaningful estimates of the change in well-being, the
JCT staff therefore generally distributes the static revenue change
in its distributional analyses.

Effects in other markets (general equilibrium)

The preceding analysis provided a simplified view of the theory
of tax incidence and of the JCT staff’s distributional analyses. How-
ever, this analysis is incomplete because it considers only the spe-
cific market for the taxed good. To obtain a complete picture of the
effects of a tax, it is necessary to consider its impact on markets
for other goods and services.

In general, the previous analysis suggested that a tax on a good
has two potential effects, an increase in the price of the taxed good
and a reduction in the returns received by the factors that produce
the taxed good (the suppliers of the labor and capital that firms use
to produce the taxed good). However, economic theory suggests that
each of these effects will have an impact elsewhere in the economy.

34See Joint Committee on Taxation, Explanation of Methodology Used to Estimate Proposals
Affecting the Taxation of Income from Capital Gains, pp. 5, 47. Also see Jane G. Gravelle and
Lawrence B. Lindsey, “Capital Gains,” Tax Notes, January 25, 1988, p. 401 and Gerald E. Auten
and Joseph J. Cordes, “Cutting Capital Gains Taxes,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, 5, Win-
ter 1991.
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Consider the increase in the taxed good’s price. As the taxed good
becomes more expensive relative to other goods and services,35 con-
sumers are likely to respond in a manner that affects other prices
in the economy. Consumers may increase their demand for goods
and services that are substitutes for the taxed good, which may in-
crease both the price and the quantity produced of those goods and
services. Conversely, consumers may reduce their demand for goods
and services that are complementary to the taxed good, which may
reduce both the price and the quantity produced of those goods and
services. For example, a tax on liquor may increase demand for
beer, wine, and soft drinks and reduce demand for shot glasses.
Economists use general equilibrium incidence analysis to study the
effects of a tax on all markets in the economy.

Now, consider the reduction in factor returns, If labor in the lig-
uor industry receives a lower return due to the tax, it is likely that
suppliers of labor will move to other industries. The increased sup-
ply of labor in those industries may reduce the return on labor
there. In general, if a factor of production, such as labor or capital,
can move freely between industries, economic theory predicts that
it will receive the same return in all industries in the long run.
This prediction implies that, in the long run, any burden on a fac-
tor will be experienced by that factor throughout the entire econ-
omy. In the short run, however, the burden may be limited to the
taxed industry.

A reduction in wages and other factor returns is a likely result
of any tax on a good. Economic theory suggests that the reduction
in factor returns may be greatest for those factors that are used
most heavily in producing the taxed good. For example, if the pro-
duction of liquor requires a greater amount of skilled labor than
the production of other goods and services, a tax on liquor may re-
duce the return to skilled labor (throughout the economy) by a larg-
er proportion than it reduces the return to other forms of labor.

he various changes in relative prices and the reduction in factor
returns can also interact in complicated ways. For example, if the
tax on liquor reduces the relative income of suppliers of skilled
labor, then: it will tend to reduce the demand for any goods and
services for which they have strong demand. Conversely, however,
to determine which factors experience the largest reductions in re-
turns, it is necessary to consid%r not only the extent to which these
factors are used to produce the taxed good (as mentioned above),
but also the extent to which they are used to produce the com-
plements and substitutes that are affected by the tax.

As this discussion indicates, several economic parameters influ-
ence tax incidence in the general equilibrium framework, including
the elasticities of demand for goods and services and the extent to
which different factors are used by the various industries. Unfortu-
nately, these parameters often cannot be reliably quantified. Sev-
eral economists have performed general equilibrium analyses of the
incidence of the United States tax system,?® but data limitations

35The theory of tax incidence makes no prediction concerning how the general- price level will
change. The increase in the taxed good’s relative price may occur through an increase in its
nominal price or a fall in the nominal price of other goods and services or both. This point is
further discussed in Part 111.C.

3¢ Examples include Arnold C. Harberger, “The Incidence of the Corporation Income Tax,”
Journal of Political Economy, 70, June 1962; John B. Shoven and John Whalley, “A General
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forced them to make many simplifying assumptions. Furthermore,
their results were sensitive to the values they assumed for the key
parameters discussed above.37

In its distributional analyses, the JCT staff generally measures
a simplified version of these effects. For certain products, it is rea-
sonable to assume that the elasticity of demand is very low or that
the elasticity of supply is very high, or both. In those cases, the
JCT staff assumes that the price of the taxed good, relative to all
other goods and services, increases by the full amount of the tax.
In general, data limitations prevent the JCT staff from identifying
particular goods and services that are complements or substitutes
to the taxed good. Instead, the JCT staff assumes that the prices
of the untaxed goods and services are unchanged, relative to each
other. The discussion accompanying Figure 4 explained how the
JCT staff measures the burden resulting from price increases.

In other cases, the JCT staff may conclude that the price in-
crease is smaller than the amount of the tax increase. This implies
that factor returns, relative to the prices of other goods and serv-
ices, must decline. The JCT staff's assumptions about the distribu-
tion of this decline are determined by data availability and by evi-
dence concerning the speed with which factors move across indus-
tries.

If it is reasonable to assume that factors will move quickly across
industries, the JCT staff assumes that factor returns fall through-
out the economy. If reliable data indicates that factor uses in the
taxed industry differ significantly from the economy-wide average,
the JCT staff assumes that the reduction in returns is proportion-
ately greater for factors that are used more intensively in the taxed
industry, otherwise, the JCT staff assumes that all factor returns
fall by the same proportion. If only limited movement of factors
across industries is expected to occur during the five-year horizon,
the JCT staff assumes that only the factors employed in the taxed
industry suffer a reduction in returns.

In determining how changes in factor incomes affect individual
well-being, the JCT staff follows an approach similar to that out-
lined in the discussion accompanying Figure 4. The burden of a re-
duction in a factor return is measured by multiplying the reduction
by the quantity of the factor that was supplied prior to the decline
in the return. For example, the burden of a reduction in the wage
rate would be measured by the fall in wage income that would
occur if labor supply remained unchanged.

C. General Timing Questions: Choice of Horizon

The preceding discussion implicitly has analyzed the tax change
as having effects only in one year. Most provisions of the tax code
affect individuals over time. The measurement of the burden of

Equilibrium Calculation of the Effects of Differential Taxation of Income from Capital in the
U.S.,” Journal of Public Economics, 1, November 1972; Charles L. Ballard, Don Fulﬁerton, John
B. Shoven and John Whalley, A General Equilibrium Model for Tax Policy Evaluation (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press), 1985, - )

37For example, in Shoven and Whalley, “A General Equilibrium Caleulation of the Effects of
Differential Taxation of Income from Capital,” the authors simplified the United States econom:
by examining only two sectors (corporate and noncorporate) and two kinds of consumers (ricK
and poor). They also assumed that the tax system was proportional and that all demand elastic-
ities were equal to one.
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such provisions should be done in a way that makes burdens and
benefits from_different years comparable. For example, a proposal
that both reduces taxes this year and increases taxes next year
should not be viewed as increasing the well-being of individuals by
the amount of the initial tax reduction.

Present value calculations

After the annual burdens imposed by a provision have been de-
termined, it is necessary to aggregate the effect of the annual bur-
dens. In general, economic theory indicates that individuals prefer
current consumption to an equal amount of future consumption.
Similarly, economic theory in&icates that individuals experience a
Ereater loss of well-being from a current burden than from a later

urden of equal dollar magnitude. If this is true, then simply add-
in%‘burdens over time gives too much weight to later burdens.

he correct approach is to calculate the present value of the bur-
den. The present value of the burden is obtained by calculating the
burden in each future year into the indefinite future and applying
an appropriate discount rate to this stream of annual burdens. The
JCT staff does not use this infinite-horizon approach, however, be-
cause of the difficulties discussed below. Instead the JCT staff ag-
gr'egdates burdens over the relevant (generally five-year) budget
window.

Problems with infinite-horizon calculations

Inconsistency with annual income classifier—As discussed in
Part IV, the JCT staff’s distributional analyses classify individuals
by an annual measure of economic income. It would not be mean-
ingful to compare the present value of an individual’s lifetime bur-
den of a tax change to his or her income in a single year. Instead,
each individual’s lifetime burden should be compared to the present
value of his or her lifetime income. However, as discussed in Part
IV, lifetime income cannot be easily measured and the JCT staff
uses an annual income measure as a classifier.,

Sensitivity to discount rate.—The present value of a burden that
occurs in the distant future is extremely sensitive to the discount
rate that is used. For example, a $1000 burden that occurs 50
years in the future has a present value of $368 if the discount rate
1s two percent per year but has a present value of only $7 if the
discount rate is 10 percent per year. Because the selection of a dis-
count rate is essentially subjective, it would be undesirable to
present results that are too sensitive to this selection.

Lack of reliable long-term economic forecasts.—The burden im-
posed by a tax provision in a future year generally depends upon
the values of particular economic variables that year. Distribu-
tional analysis therefore requires the use of economic forecasts. Be-
cause few long-term economic forecasts are avaijlable and because
these provide little detail, burdens in the distant future cannot be
accurately estimated.

Treatment of future generations.—Tax proposals affect future
generations, as well as generations currently alive. If an infinite
horizon is used, the effects of proposals on future generations
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would have to be included in the analysis.?8 It is not clear, how-
ever, that burdens on future generations should be discounted at
the same rate as future burdens on individuals currently alive. The
discount rate for individuals currently alive can be inferred from
the choices they make between current and future consumption but
it is difficult to determine the current value of future generations’
consumption, since they cannot choose to consume today. The ap-
propriate intergenerational discount rate depends upon a value
Judgment concerning the obligations that each generation has to its
descendants. Economists cannot readily make this judgment.

Furthermore, it is unclear how the income classifier should be
applied to future generations. If economic growth continues, future
generations will be wealthier than current generations. Even rel-
atively poor members of future generations might have incomes
and living standards that are high compared to current levels. It
is not clear how these future individuals should be grouped for pur-
poses of distributional analysis.

Policy credibility.—Some legislative proposals provide that policy
changes will take effect at a future date. If these changes are politi-
cally unpopular, the individuals potentially affected by them may
believe that the changes will be repealed or modified prior to their
effective date. Arguably, the distributional analysis should not in-
clude effects of the future changes which may not take effect. How-
ever, the JCT staff cannot readily determine the political viability
of future policy options. This problem is more severe when policy
changes in the distant future are being considered.

Due to these problems, an infinite horizon is unsuitable for prac-
tical distributional analysis. With a shorter horizon, the annual in-
come classifier is more meaningful, the calculations are less sen-
sitive to the discount rate, reasonably reliable economic forecasts
are available, special issues concerning the treatment of future
generations can be avoided, and policy decisions in the distant fu-
ture do not have to be forecast. It is not obvious, however, which
shorter horizon should be used.

Possible shorter horizons

Single year.—An extreme example of a short horizon is the choice
of a particular single year. However, the use of a single-year hori-
zon would often exclude important future events (e.g. the phase-in
of a proposal) from the analysis. Also, the analyst would have to
choose a single year upon which to base the distributional analysis,
trying to ensure that the treatment of different proposals is com-
parable. For example, if a temporary provision is to be in place for
one year, it seems reasonable that the distributional calculations
should be based on that year. However, an alternative provision
with similar annual effects may be phased in over a number of
years. If the analyst only looked at one year of the phase-in, there
would be a danger of grossly miscalculating the actual burden. Cer-

38Significant attempts at such analysis include Alan J. Auerbach, Jagadesh Gokhale, and
Laurence J. Kotlikoff, “Generational Accounts: A Meaninéful Alternative to Deficit Accounting”
in David Bradferd (ed.), Tax Policy and the Economy, 5, (Cambridge: The MIT Press) 1991 , and
Laurence J. Kotlikoff, Generational Accounting: Knowing Who Pays, and When, for What We
Spend, (New York: The Free Press), 1992, ) ) S
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tainly, a comparison of the two provisions would be very mislead-
ing.

An alternative rule for single year analysis would be to base the
calculations on the year in which the law is fully phased in. The
JCT staff used this rule for distributional analyses undertaken be-
fore May 1, 1992. However, this approach has several problems.
For instance, even if a provision is scheduled to take effect at a fu-
ture date, it can immediately affect individuals when it is an-
nounced, through the capitalization effect (discussed below in Part
IL.D) or through behavioral responses that reflect the full effect of
the proposal.

In addition, this approach has difficulty with all temporary provi-
sions, because the fully phased in version of a temporary provision
is no provision. However, ignoring temporary provisions is unjusti-
fiable, because individuals are significantly affected by many of
them. The opposite approach (used by the JCT staff in the past)
takes the year prior to the expiration of a provision as the time
when the proposal is fully phased in. This method overstates the
burden or geneﬁt associated with temporary proposals.

The five-year window.—To ensure comparability between propos-
als which result in streams of burdens with different time profiles
while retaining tractability, it is desirable to use a multi-year hori-
zon to examine the distributional consequences of proposals. The
JCT staff currently uses a five-year window for revenue calcula-
tions and for consistency generally employs the same time frame
for distributional analyses. This approach is a compromise between
the l?tgerwise ideal infinite horizon approach and the single-year
method.

Burdens are calculated for each of the five years in the selected
window and their present value computed. This sum is then effec-
tively averaged over the five-year horizon, resulting in an annual
measure of the five-year burden. Specifically, the benefit or burden
of a tax change is the annual change (held constant except for
growth in the economy) whose present value over the five-year win-
dow equals the present value of the provision’s effects during the
five-year window.3® The growth rate of the economy is taken from
the Congressional Budget Office (CBQ) baseline and the discount
rate is a weighted average of the short-term and long-term Applica-
ble Federal Rates.%0

To clarify this approach, consider its application to three versions
of a tax reduction: one which is immediate and permanent; one
which is temporary; and one which is postponed. For this example,
assume that the economy (and the annual benefit from the tax re-
duction) grows steadily at five percent per year and that the dis-
count rate is 10 percent per year.

Immediate and permanent reduction.—Consider a permanent re-
duction in marginal tax rates that reduces an individual’s tax bur-
den by $100 in 1993. Because of the assumed growth rate, that in-
dividual’s tax burden is reduced by $105 in 1994, $110 in 1995,
$116 in 1996, and $122 in 1997. The JCT staff calculates the reduc-

39See Appendix A for relevant formulae.

4®When the burden is stated as a percentage of income, the income is measured as the five-
year, annuitized income of the taxpayer. This makes the denominator (annuitized income) con-
sistent with the numerator (annuitized burden).
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tion in the 1993 tax burden (with subsequent reductions increasing
at the economy’s growth rate) that has a present value over the
1993-1997 window equal to the present value of the actual tax re-
ductions during that period. In this case, the answer is $100 (im-
plying subsequent reductions of $105, $110, $116 and $122, respec-
tively), which is the tax reduction actually received in 1993. Be-
cause the tax change is immediate and permanent, the answer is
the same as if only 1993 were considered.

Temporary reduction.—Now, suppose instead that the cut in
marginal rates is effective only in 1993. The taxpayer’s gain is $100
in 1993 but $0 in each of the four subsequent years. With a dis-
count rate of 10 percent, this one-year tax reduction has the same
present value over the five-year window as a permanent tax reduc-
tion that equals approximately $22 in 1993 and grows five percent
per year thereafter. The JCT staff would report the taxpayer’s ben-
efit as $22.

Postponed reduction.—Finally, assume that the tax reduction
does not take effect until 1997. The taxpayer’s benefit is $122 in
1997 but $0 in each of the first four years of the budget period. An
immediate permanent tax reduction of approximately $18 in 1993,
growing by five percent per year thereafter, would provide the
same present value benefit to the taxpayer over the five-year win-
dow. In this case, the JCT staff would report the benefit as $18.

The use of the five-year window is somewhat misleading in the
last case. The annuitized value of the fifth year’s burden over the
full five years underestimates the economic burden of the provision.
In effect, the permanent provision is analyzed as if it were tem-
porary. Nevertheless, to maintain consistency with the revenue-es--
timation process, the JCT staff generally uses the five-year window
for distributional analyses.

However, the JCT staff departs from the five-year horizon in its
analysis of certain provisions that change the timing of tax pay-
ments. For example, recent tax provisions have required corpora-
tions to increase estimated tax payments from 90 percent to 97 per-
cent of current year liability (or 100 percent of previous year’s li-
ability). The primary effect of these changes is to accelerate tax
payments, shifting some payments from years outside the five-year
window to years within the window. This would be listed as a sig-
nificant burden if it were distributed in accordance with the gen-
eral rules described above. However, it is clear that the taxpayers’
only economic burden from the acceleration is the loss of interest
that they could have earned on the taxes that are now paid earlier.
In its distributional analyses, when data permit, the JCT staff in-
cludes only this loss of interest. ;

After the horizon has been chosen, burdens and benefits must be
assigned to specific years. For many proposals, this assignment is
simple, but for some provisions, such as savings and investment in-
centives, it is problematic. For example, while tax benefits from In-
dividual Retirement Accounts (IRAs) may accrue outside the win-
dow, some of them are a consequence of IRA contributions made
within the five-year window. It is not clear whether these benefits
should be attributed to the within-window year when the contribu-
tions are made or to the beyond-window year when the tax saving
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is received. This general issue, which is independent of the choice
of horizon, will be discussed in more detail in Part III.

Example: Itemized deduction limitation and personal exemp-
tion phaseout :

The tax code limits certain itemized deductions for certain tax-
payers with adjusted gross income (AGI) over $108,450 for 1993
(this dollar threshold is adjusted for inflation). Personal exemptions
are phased out for taxpayers with AGI in 1993 over $108,450 (sin-
gle taxpayers), $162,700 (married taxpayers filing joint returns),
and $135,550 (head of household returns). Under current law, the
itemized deduction limitation will expire after December 31, 1995
and the personal exemption phaseout will expire after December
31, 1996. A proposal to make these provisions permanent would in-
crease revenue in the final two years of the current five-year win-
dow, which includes fiscal years 1993 through 1997 inclusive. As-
suming that the burden ofy the taxes attributable to these provi-
sions is borne by the individuals making the tax payments, the
JCT staff constructs a five-year annuity equivalent in present value
to the extra taxes paid. This annual burgen over the five years is
reported in Table 2. The burden imposed by taxes paid after fiscal
1997 is not included in the analysis.

Table 2.- - Distributional Effects of
Extending the Limitation of temized Deductions
and the Personal Exemption Phaseout, 1994-1998

(1993 Level)
Present Law Present Law Proposed Burden Change

Expanded Federal Average Change in as a Share

Income Class (1) Taxes (2) Tax Rate (3} Tax Burden of Income
Billions Percent Mitlions Percent
Less than $10,000........., $9 10.4% $0 0.00%
10,000 to 39 1.9% 0 0.00%
20,000 to 72 17.0% 0 0.00%
30,000 to 86 19.1% 0 0.00%
40,000 to 93 20.9% 0 0.00%
50,000 to 75, - 201 22.3% 0 0.00%
75,000 to 100,000 . 120 24.6% 1 0.00%
100,000 to 200,00 . 142 26.6% 403 0.08%
200,000 and over. 168 30.2% 2426 0.44%
Total, All Taxpayers $930 221% $2,830 0.07%

Source: Jalnt Committee on Taxation

(1) The income concept used to place tax retums info income categories is adjusted gross income”
(AG) plus: [1] tax-exempt interest, [2] employer contributions for health plans and life insurance,
[3} employer share of FICA tax, [4] workers' compensation, |5} noritaxable social security benefits,
[6] insurance value of Medicare benefits {7] comporate income tax liability attributed to
stockholders, [8] alternative minimum tax preference itemns, and {9) excluded income of U.S.
citizens living abroad.

(2) Includes individual income tax, FICA and SECA tax, excise taxes, estate and gift taxes,
and corporate income tax.

(3) Present law Federal taxes as a share of expanded income.
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D. Other Tax Incidence Issues o

This section examines four other issues that arise in the theory
of tax incidence and describes the manner in which the JCT staff
addresses them.

Timing of the burden of consumption taxes

Because the JCT staff has decided to measure only the burdens
that are deemed to occur within a five-year horizon, the burden
that is allocated to an individual depends on the time at which the
burden is attributed to the individual. To obtain an appropriate al-
location of the burden of consumption taxes, the JCT staff distrib-
utes their burden in a manner somewhat more complicated than
that discussed in Part I1.B. The simple method described in Part
IL.B (multiplying the price increase by the amount of initial con-
sumption) effectively attributes the burden of consumption taxes to
the time period in which the consumption occurs. However, the
JCT staff gelieves that it is more appropriate to attribute the bur-
den of consumption taxes to the time period in which the consumer
earned the income that finances the consumption. This approach
does not reflect any change in the assumptions concerning who
bears the burden; it changes only the amount of the burden that
is deemed to occur within the five-year horizon. The reasons for
this approach and the manner in which it is implemented are dis-
cussetf in Parts II1.C and II1.D.

Lump-sum taxes

The discussion of incidence in Part II.B applies to taxes that are
levied on current or future economic activity. The analysis is quite
different if the government levies a tax based on past economic be-
havior or on some other variable that the taxpayer cannot cur-
rently alter. '

One example would be an unanticipated tax on firms propor-
tional to the amount of output that they produced at some past
date. Since this tax is not based on current production, it does not
change the current cost of production and does not alter the firm’s
current supply curve. Furthermore, since the firm did not antici-
pate the tax when it engaged in the past production, the firm’s sup-
ply curve at that date was also unaffected. (The firm would have
reduced production at that date if it had realized that the tax
would be imposed, but, by assumption, the firm did not have that
knowledge.)

Since the tax does not alter the supply curve at either date, it
does not change the market price at eitEer date. The burden of the
tax is borne solely by the producers. Since taxpayers do not alter
their behavior to escape the tax, it also has no excess burden.*!

41In practice, however, a tax on past production may change behavior by affecting expecta-
tions about future taxes. If producers believe that, at some future date, a tax may be levied on
their current production, they may reduce their current production, increasing the current price.
Current consumers then might bear part of the burden of this tax, even though it has not yet
been imposed by the government, -
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examples include a tax that requires each individual to pay an
equal amount (a head tax) or a tax that bases each individual’s li-
ability on characteristics that the taxpayer cannot alter, such as
race or age.

A tax provision can also be lump-sum with respect to particular
taxpayers if its magnitude cannot be changed by a marginal change
in their behavior, For example, consider the OASDI payroll tax
rate, which is a 12.4-percent tax on the first $57,600 of earned in-
come (1993 amount, adjusted each year for changes in average
wages). If a taxpayer has earned income in excess of this amount,
the tax is lump-sum with respect to that taxpayer, because its mag-
nitude cannot be changed through marginal changes in behavior.
The tax liability woulf continue to be 7,142.40, even’ if the tax-
payer slightly increased or reduced his or her labor supply. How-
ever, the OASDI payroll tax is not lump-sum with respect to tax-
payers who have earned income less than $57,600, because their
tax liability will change if they alter their labor supply decisions.

Other tax provisions may be lump-sum. A deduction for the first
$2,000 per year of IRA contributions might offer a lump-sum sub-
sidy with respect to a taxpayer who is already saving $2,000 or
more per year for retirement purposes.

Capitalization of tax burden

ceipts.*2 Although the new urchasers receive lower net receipts in
future years, this loss is offset by the lower price they paid for the
stock. ’

not be implemented until some future date.) At the time these
stockholders purchased their shares, they did not anticipate the tax
increase, so the price they paid for the stock did not reflect the re-
duction in corporate cash flows that the tax increase will cause.

*2Economists assume that the demand for stock in a particular company is inﬁnitelx elastic,
because other atocks in the same risk class are good substitutes. The burden of the tax'is there-
fore borne by sellers of the stock, not the buyers.
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After the future tax increase becomes public knowledge, these
stockholders cannot avoid the burden. If they continue to hold their
shares, the tax increase will reduce their net income. If they sell
their shares, the tax increase will reduce the price they will re-
ceive,

Economists refer to this effect on the stock’s price as capitaliza-
tion; they say that the tax burden has been capitalized into the
price of the stock. Capitalization occurs whenever a tax affects the
profitability of an asset.

According to economic theory, the fall in the asset’s value should
equal the present discounted value of the future tax burdens on the
asset. In general, a temporary tax will cause a smaller reduction
in the asset’s value than a permanent tax, if all other features of
the two taxes are identical,

As discussed in Part III, changes in corporate income taxes and
value added taxes can result in capitalization effects, because they
change the tax burden on existing assets.

Further analysis of behavioral response

Unfortunately, the analysis of behavioral responses is not as sim-
ple as suggested in Part I1.B. Consumers’ and producers’ behavior,
and hence the ultimate incidence of the tax, can depend upon the
manner in which the government uses the tax revenues, Returning
the revenue to consumers or using it to reduce other taxes, sub-
sidize other goods, or provide public services can alter the supply
and demand of the original taxed good and, therefore, the incidence
of the tax.

The simple measure of the response of demand or supply to a
price change is called the uncompensated elasticity. If tﬁe grice
change is due to a tax increase and the tax revenue is given back
to consumers in a lump-sum manner, then the demand response is
measured by the compensated elasticity, since the rebate of the rev-
enues compensates the consumer for the price increase. For exam-
ple, if an excise tax is imposed on a good and its price increases,
then the uncompensated egect of the price increase is to reduce the
demand by a certain amount. However, if the tax revenue is re-
turned to consumers, they will probably increase their demand for
the good to some extent, since they have more money to spend. In
general, the increase in demand caused by the return of the tax
revenues will not be as large as the initial decrease in demand
caused by the price rise, so the compensated response will be in the
same direction but smaller than the uncompensated response.

Similarly, if the revenue is used to provide public services, then
the uncompensated response to a tax change may not be suitable
for establishing economic incidence. If the tax on motor fuels is in-
creased, then the uncompensated response is a reduction in motor
fuels consumption. But ifP the revenue raised by the tax increase is
used to build better roads, then motor fuels consumption could ac-
tually increase as individuals switch to private automobiles from
other means of transportation.
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In estimating behavioral responses, the JCT staff generally does
not consider the effects of the use of the revenues. This practice is
required by data limitations and because the JCT staff does not
model the effects of spending programs.



IIL. INCIDENCE OF PARTICULAR TYPES OF TAXES

This part of the pamphlet applies the principles elucidated in
Part II to specific types of taxes. It is important to keep in mind
that the burdens of taxes are always borne by individuals. In some
of the discussion, the individuals who bear the burden are identi-
fied according to the kinds of inputs (labor, capital, land, or natural
resources) they provide to the production of goods and services. In
other places, the individuals who bear the burden are identified ac-
cording to whether they are consumers or producers of particular
goods and services.

A. Labor Taxes

The major labor taxes in the United States are payroll taxes (for
Social Security, Medicare, and unemployment insurance) and the
individual income tax. The following discussion of the distribu-
tional effects of labor taxes applies to both the payroll tax and
broad-based changes in the individual income tax, such as changes
in tax rates or in the level of the standard deduction or personal
exemptions.3

In general

In most analyses of the incidence of the U.S. tax system, the en-
tire burden of a tax on labor is assumed to fall upon the individual
supplying the labor.#* As discussed earlier (see Part II), the shar-
ing of the burden of a tax on labor will actually depend upon the
elasticities of labor supply and demand. _

The JCT staff assigns the entire burden of labor taxes to labor.
Such treatment follows from an assumption that the aggregate
amount of labor supplied by workers is unresponsive to changes in
the after-tax wage rate (that is, in the aggregate, the labor supply
elasticity is zero*5), For payroll taxes, the JCT staff assigns to the
employee the burden of both the employee’s and the employer’s
share of the tax. For the portion of the individual income tax at-
tributable to labor income, the JCT staff assigns the burden to the
individual who earned the income.

Although employers are required to pay half of the Social Secu-
rity payroll tax on their employees’ wages, employers will not bear
the burden of the tax if wages adjust so that the sum of wages plus

*3Broad-based changes in the individual income tax are treated similarly to labor taxes for
the portion of the individual income tax assessed on labor income. On the margin, such individ-
ugl income tax changes will affect labor supply decisions in a manner similar to payroll tax
changes.

44 For examBle, Joseph A. Pechman and Benjamin A. Okner, Who Bears the Tax Burden?
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution), 1974; Pechman, Who Paid the Taxes, 1966-1985; and
Edgar K. Browning and William R. Johnson, The Distribution of the Tax Burden (Washington,

.C.: American Enterprise Institute), 1979, .

46 Whether one should be concerned with the uncompensated or the compensated labor supply
elasticity is discussed in more detail above in Part I1.D, page 39.

41)
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the employer share of the tax is the same as the amount of wages
that would be paid in the absence of the tax. To measure that bur-
den correctly, one needs to increase the income of the employee to
reflect that part of the payroll tax that is nominally paid by the
employer.*® For example, if an employee receives gross wages of
$20,000, the employee and the employer each pay a payroll tax of
$1,530 (7.65 percent of $20,000). The assumption that labor bears
the entire burden of the payroll tax implies that in the absence of
the tax the employee would have received wages of $21,530. The
employee thus bears tax at a 14.2 percent rate (= ($1,530 + $1,530)
$21,530). In previous distribution tables, the JCT staff assigned
both the employee’s and employer’s share of the payroll tax to the
employee, but it did not add the employer’s share of the tax to the
employee’s income. That asymmetry has been corrected for JCT
staff distributional analyses; for purposes of determining the in-
come of taxpayers, the employer’s share of payroll taxes is added
to the employee’s income. (See Part IV.C, pages 89-93, for a fur-
ther discussion.) o

The usual approach of assuming the burden to fall entirely on
labor is based on the broad coverage of labor taxes and the ob-
served inelasticity of aggregate labor supply. In the United States,
the two major taxes on labor income, the individual income tax and
payroll taxes, apply to most occupations. The coverage of the Social
Security payroll tax has been increased over time so that by 1990,
over 97 percent of civilian employees and 87 percent of civilian
earnings were covered by the tax.4? Thus there are few opportuni-
ties for workers to attempt to escape taxation by moving to untaxed
occupations.48

With limited opportunities to avoid labor taxation through the
choice of work in an untaxed sector, the remaining margin for es-
caping the burden of the labor tax is through the consumption of
leisure. If labor supply is elastic, then workers would respond to a
labor tax by a reduction in the hours they are willing to work. In
a partial equilibrium model, one would therefore observe some por-
tion of the burden of the tax being borne by employers.*® If labor
supply elasticities are sufficiently close to zero, then the burden of
a labor tax will be largely borne by labor regardless of labor de-
mand. As benchmark calculations, suppose that the labor supply
elasticity is 0.1. Then, if the labor demand elasticity is 1.0, 91 per-
cent of the tax burden falls on labor.5° If labor demand elasticity

*¢This approach treats the Social Security program as a tax-and-transfer program in which
current employees are taxed to pay for benefits to current retirees. Current employees are not
treated as paying taxes today in order to receive future benefits, as would be the case under
a contr)ibution-based retirement plan. (For further discussion of this issue, see Part IV.C, pages
89-93. .

471992 Green Book, p. 115, The reference to civilian employees includes both paid employees
and self-employed individuals.

48 One such opportunity is the presence of an “underground economy” of legal (and illegal) ac-
tivities characterized by cash payments not reported to the tax authorities. . .

1®See, for example, Mark R. Killingsworth, Labor Supply, (Oxford: Cambridge University
Press), 1983 and Jerry A. Hausman, “Taxes and Labor Supply,” in Alan J. Auerbach and Martin
Feldstein, (eds.), Handbook of Public Economics, vol. 1, (Amsterdam: North-Holland), 1985.

"oUsing the result shown in footnote 30 in Part ILB., page 25, if the labor supply elasticity
is €, and the (absolute value of the) labor demand elasticity is €4, a wage tax of t will cause
net-of-tax wage payments to employees to fall by tey{es+e,). Therefore the portion of the wage
tax that will be borne by the employees is e(eg+e,).
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is 0.5, 83 percent of the tax burden falls on labor. If labor demand
elasticity is 0.2, two-thirds of the tax burden falls on labor.

The general conclusion that labor bears the full burden of taxes
imposed upon it must be qualified. Wages may not be able to ad-
just in the short run to unanticipated changes in the taxation of
labor. If wages are set according to a long-term labor contract, then
the burden of an unanticipated change in the payroll tax during
the period the contract is in force will be shared by the employer
and employee. Because the amount of wages subject to this quali-
fication is roughly the total wages negotiated under long-term con-
tracts divided by the number of years of the contracts, the imé)or-
tance of this qualification is rather small5! and the JCT staff does
not attempt to allocate some of the burden of the payroll tax to em-
ployers in the short-run. Furthermore, to the extent that employers
faced with long-term labor contracts can react to an increase in the
payroll tax by reducing the size of their workforce in the short
term, a portion of the tax burden will still be shifted to labor 52

Minimum wage laws may provide an additional reason why
wages will not be able to adjust fully to a change in labor taxation.
If an employee receives a wage at or near the minimum wage, the
employer may not be able to pass on the entire burden of increased
labor taxes through a downward adjustment in the employee’s
wages. Minimum wage laws are unlikely to be a binding constraint
for most workers, so the JCT staff does not treat them as an im(i)or-
tant qualification when considering broad changes in the individual
income tax or payroll tax.53

Targeted wage incentives

In the case of targeted wage incentives, such as employment tax
credits targeted to particular groups of workers or to particular ge-
ographic areas, the argument for inelastically supplied labor may
be weaker. If the credit is available for workers who are employed
in a defined area even if they have “immigrated” into that area,
and if that defined area is relatively small, then the increased sup-
ply of workers may compete away the benefit of the credit. That
is, assuming wages are free to adjust, the gross wage rate will fall
by the full amount of the credit, leaving the net-of-credit wage un-
changed from the level that prevailed prior to the introduction of
the credit. In essence, the supply of labor will be completely elastic
and the entire amount of the credit will accrue to the benefit of the
employers.

Although the supply of labor is assumed to be inelastic for the
market as a whole, it need not be the case that the labor supply
of workers in a segment of the broader labor market is inelastic.
If a credit is available for a certain defined set of workers, then one
needs to look at the supply curve of labor for that particular group

51 For example, according to unpublished data of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, as of January
1, 1993, 5.7 million nona, icultural, private sector workers were covered by collective bargaining
agreements affecting at least 1,000 workers and lasting more than one year. This number rep-
resents less than seven percent of the nonagricultural, private-sector payroll.

%In this case, laid-ogeworkers bear the burden of the tax increase because in the absence
of the tax increase they would have supplied labor services to the employer.

53 For changes in taxes that are targeted to workers who would receive wages at or near the
statutory minimum, the possibility that employers may bear some of the burden of the tax
change becomes more important. The approach to targeted wage incentives is discussed in the
section immediately following.
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of workers. An example of an incentive targeted to a particular
group of workers is the 10-percent income tax deduction for work-
ing spouses that was part of the tax code from 1981 to 1986. Be-
cause the labor supply elasticities for second earners are generall

found to be larger than for primary earners,5* the benefit of suc

a targeted tax credit could be shared by employers and employees.
The JCT staff uses relevant econometric lagor supply evidence in
determining how to split the benefit of such targeted tax changes.

Other issues in individual income tax changes

As noted above, broad changes in individual income tax rates or
exemption amounts that affect the portion of the individual income
tax assessed on labor income are treated by the JCT staff as labor
taxes for the purpose of distributional analyses. Therefore, such tax
changes are considered to be borne entirely by the filers of the indi-
vidual income tax returns. ' o B

Similar reasoning applies in distributing the burden or benefit of
narrower provisions affecting some component of wage payments.
For example, the burden of a proposal limiting the income exclu:
sion for employer-provided health insurance would be assigned to
workers receiving such health benefits from their employers. Al-
though such a provision would not affect all employees, for those
who are affected, the provision would lead to the same changes as
would an income tax increase.

For changes in specific deductions allowed under the individual
income tax, the burden or benefit of such changes generally is as-
signed to the individuals whose tax liabilities are changed, because
the change is treated as a change in the amount of tax benefit the
individual receives from the deduction. For example, an increase in
the allowable level of charitable contributions results in an increase
in the tax benefit for those individuals making specified donations.
Proposals affecting specific deductions operate in a similar manner
to changes in excise taxes in that a change is made in the price
of a particular activity.5% (In the case of the charitable donations
deduction, the price of charitable giving is affected.) The JCT staff
generally distributes the burden or benefit of excise tax changes to
the consumers of the good or service being taxed (see Part I11.D,
pages 60-66, for a further discussion), and changes in specific de-
ductions are treated similarly.

B. Taxes on Capital

The tax system taxes the return to capital both at the individual
level, through the personal income tax, and at the corporate level,
through the corporate income tax.

1. Taxation of capital income at the individual level

a. The incidence of individual capital income taxes

Individual income from capital can take the form of interest pay-
ments, dividends, rents, royalties, and capital gains. In general, the
personal income tax does not differentiate income from capital from

54See, for example, Killingsworth, Labor Supply.
56When a taxpayer faces a marginal individual income tax rate of t, the price of an activity
allowed an income tax deduction is reduced‘from $p to $p(1-t),
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other types of income. Increases in the personal income tax rates
generally increase the tax rate on both labor and capital income.

The incidence of capital income taxes at the individual level is
uncertain. If the tax is borne entirely by capital, then an increase
in the level of capital income taxes will have no effect on the pre-
tax rate of return received by capital owners, and the after-tax rate
of return will decline by the amount of the tax. In this case, the
tax burden on owners of capital arising from an increase in taxes
on capital would equal the increase in taxes paid. The tax is not
borne by capital if an increase in capital income taxes causes the
pre-tax rate of return to rise, so that the after-tax rate of return
is unchanged. In this case, the tax burden would fall on other fac-
tors, such as labor.

The incidence of capital income taxes depends on the elasticities
of demand and supply for capital. The elasticity of demand for cap-
ital depends on the substitutability between capital and other in-
puts, such as labor, as well as the elasticity of demand for products
that use capital as an input. In a closed economy,’¢ the supply of
capital is equal to the total amount of savings.  The elasticity of
supply of capital depends on the responsiveness of savings to the
rate of return to capital. If people change their saving behavior in
response to changes in the after-tax return to saving, then some of
the tax burden from increased taxation of capital income may be
shifted to other factors such as labor (wages will fall if capital in-
tensity decreases). If saving is not responsive to changes in the
after-tax rate of return, capital bears the full burden of the tax.
Empirical tests of the responsiveness of saving to changes in the
net return have yielded a wide range of results. Some tests find
that personal saving responds strongly to increases in the after-tax
rate of return,®” while others find a small or even a negative re-
sponse.58

In an open economy, capital from abroad is also available to fi-
nance domestic investments. Because foreign savers generally are
not subject to the United States individual income tax, the rate of
return demanded by foreign savers will be unaffected by increases
in United States individual income taxes.5? The existence of this
supply of foreign funds and the increasing mobility of capital make
it unlikely that increases in United States capital taxes will lead
to increases in the pre-tax rate of return to capital, meaning that
United States capital owners bear the full burden of individual in-
come taxes on capital.6? .

In light of the above considerations, the JCT staff distributes the
burden of capital income taxes to the owners of capital. When indi-
vidual tax rates increase, the JCT staff distributes the burden of
the increased taxes to those who pay the taxes. When capital in-

56A closed economy is one that has no economic transactions with the economies of other
countries,

57For example, see Michael Bogkin, “Taxation, Saving, and the Rate of Interest,” Journal of
Political Economy, 86, April 1978,

S8For example, see George von Furstenberg, “Savi&;,” in Hemg J. Aaron and Joseph A.
P;cllxman (eds.), How Taxes Affect Economic Behavior, ( ashington, D.C.: Brookings Institution),
1981,

52 Some earnings on United States investments held by foreign savers are subject to a United
States withholding tax,

S9This assumes that United States investors cannot escape United States individual income
taxes by investing abroad.
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come is excluded from tax, the JCT staff distributes the benefit to
those whose taxes are reduced.

b. Specific problems in distributing changes in indi-
vidual capital income taxes

Deciding how to distribute the tax burden of capital income tax
changes often involves more than choosing an incidence assump-
tion. The incidence assumption dictates which taxpayers are as-
signed the burden, but calculating the magnitude of the burden is
also difficult. In many cases, capital income tax changes also in-
volve difficult issues of timing and behavior.

Changes in the tax treatment of capital gains

Tax cuts on capital income generally reduce the tax burden on
owners of capital. However, because capital gains income is taxed
on realization (i.e., when assets are sold) rather than on accrual
(i.e., when asset values increase), changes in tax payments on cap-
ital gains income will generally not provide a good measure of
changes in tax burden.

Because reductions in taxes that apply to capital gains income
(either tax cuts that apply to all capital income or tax cuts that
apply only to capital gains income) induce increased realizations, it
is [)ossible that in the first few years following a tax cut, taxes paid
will increase. Taxes paid can be split into two components: the
taxes paid at a reduced rate on assets that would have been sold
even in the absence of a tax cut and the taxes paid on the induced
realizations. Because taxpayers choose whether to realize gains,
they must believe that selling their assets and paying capital gains
taxes will make them better off than simply holding the asset. The
increased taxes paid as a result of the increased realizations is not
an increase in tax burden.
~Capital gains are taxed only on realization and are not taxed at
all if the assets are not sold before death. Taxpayers can defer or
escape tax by holding on to assets rather than selling them. This
incentive produces the “lock-in” effect. Taxpayers may want to sell
their assets with accrued capital gains (to rebalance their port-
folios, for example), but choose not to because of the tax con-
sequences. The economic benefit taxpayers receive from deferral is
reduced by the cost of holding a suboptimal portfolio 6!

Reducing the taxes on capital gains reduces the lock-in effect by
reducing the value of deferral (since the potential tax liability is
smaller). If taxpayers respond to the lower tax rates by selling
more assets, it must be because the cost of holding on to those as-
sets is greater than the new value of deferral (given new, lower tax
rates), %ll-.lt lower than the old value of deferral (under higher tax
rates). Therefore, the benefit taxpayers receive on the induced real-
izations is, at most, the difference between the initial and new val-
ues of deferral. '

On the other hand, to the extent that taxpayers increase realiza-
tions following a reduction in capital gains taxes because they fear
that the reduced tax rates will not be permanent, rather than be-

¢! The upper bound on this cost is the value of deferral (because if the cost of holding a par-
ticular portfalio were greater than the value of deferral, the taxpayer would sell the portfolio).
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cause of the reduction in the lock-in effect, it is unclear whether
assigning a tax benefit to the increased realizations is appropriate.
Because calculating the tax benefit on induced realizations is
very difficult and because the benefit is likely to be small, the JCT
staff ignores this benefit and distributes only the changes in tax
burden on the capital gains that would have been realized in the

absence of the tax cut. This convention has the effect, however, of
underestimating the benefits of a tax cut on capital gains income.

Changes in the tax treatment of savings—IRAs and pensions

Deductible Individual Retirement Arrangements (IRAs) allow
taxpayers to deduct contributions to IRAs from gross income in the
year contributed, but require taxpayers to include in gross income
the entire amount withdrawn (inc uding earnings) in the year with-
drawn. Proposed “back-end” IRAs do not provide a deduction for
amounts contributed to such an IRA, and permit taxpayers to ex-
clude all the proceeds from gross income when withdrawn. As long
as a taxpayer’s marginal tax rate is the same at the time of the
IRA contribution as at the time of IRA withdrawal, deductible and
back-end IRAs provide the same economic benefit: income earned
on assets is effectively exempt from tax.62

However, the cash flows associated with the two types of IRAs
are quite different. In the year of contribution, the tax liability of
taxpayers who contribute to deductible IRAs falls by the contribu-
tion amount times the marginal tax rate, whereas the tax liability
of taxpayers who contribute to back-end IRAs is essentially un-
changed. (The only change in taxes paid during the contribution
year with respect to a back-end IRA is the exemption from tax on
income earned on the IRA assets in the first year. This exemption
also is provided to earnings on assets held in deductible IRAs.) The
reduction in tax liability associated with the deductible IRA is a re-
sult of a change in the timing of tax payments, because, although
the tax liability is reduced in the year of the contribution, the tax
liability is increased in the year of the withdrawal. As with other

ure timing changes, the red}:mtion in taxes paid is not distributed.
he tax benefit of an IRA is equal to the tax savings on the inside
buildup in the IRA.63

Distributin% the benefits of IRAs involves other timin issues.
The benefit of changes in the IRA rules may be significantly small-
er inside the five-year budget window than outside the budget win-
dow. Consider a frovision that would permit all taxpayers to con-
tribute to IRAs. In the early years, the amount invested in IRAs
would be relatively small, because tax ayers are only allowed to in-
vest a fixed amount (generally $2,000§) per year. Therefore, the tax
savings on the interest earned will be relatively small. In later
years, when taxpayers have invested substantial sums in IRAs, the
tax benefits may be significantly bigger. Because the JCT staff at-
tempts to measure the change in the tax burden inside the budget

$2For a discussion of the value of deductible, back-end and nondeductible IRAs, see Joint
Committee on Taxation, Description and Analysis of S. 612 (Savings and Investment Incentive
Act of 1991) (JCS-5-91), May 14, 1991.

%3The benefit of a back-end IRA is ual to the tax exemption on all earnings on the IRA
assets, but the benefit of a deductible IRA is equal to the tax exemption on (1 - marginal tax
rate) times the earnings. This is because part of the earnings on the deductible IRA represent
interest to the government on the taxes foregone in the year of the JRA contribution.
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window, rather than the present-value change, the JCT distribu-
tional analysis ignores the larger benefits that accrue outside the
budget window,

Because present-law IRA provisions, as well as various proposals
to modify IRAs, generally allow penalty-free withdrawals when a
certain age is attained, or after a specified holding period, the tax
benefit of the IRA is reduced by the cost of holding the funds for
the required period. For those who would have held the funds the
prescribed period anyway, the holding-period requirement imposes
no extra cost. For those who may need the funds in the near fu-
ture, the cost of the holding-period requirement may be greater
than the tax benefit of the IRA, and these individuals may choose
not to contribute to IRAs even if they have the funds. Determining
the cost of the holding-period requirement is important not only for
determining the benefits of introducing IRAs, but also for deter-
mining the benefits of changes in the holding period requirement,
such as proposals that would allow penalty-free withdrawals for
first-time homebuyers or the unemployed.

Because of the difficulty of calculating the cost of the holding-pe-
riod requirement, the JCT staff does not account for it explicitly.
When holding-period requirements are loosened, the estimate of
the benefit will measure the tax savings on the additional IRA con-
tributions that result from the loosening of the requirement, but
will not measure the increased value of existing IRAs. This clearly
overstates the benefits for new TRA contributors (who may only
marginally prefer investing their money in IRAs over investing in
a taxable but more flexible investment vehicle), and understates
the benefits to existing IRA owners.

2. Taxation of capital income at the corporate level

a. The incidence of the corporate tax

The corporate income tax taxes corporate gross receipts less de-
ductible costs, where deductible costs include interest payments
(meaning the return to debt is not taxed at the corporate level),
labor and other input costs, and depreciation of capital assets.

The burden of the corporate tax could be passed on to labor, in
the form of lower wages, to consumers, in the form of higher prices,
or to other capital, in the form of lower rates of return to capital.
Because the corporate tax is a tax on a type of capital (corporate
equity), the incidence of the corporate tax is likely to be similar to
the incidence of the individual income tax on capital. However,
there are two important distinctions between the corporate income
tax and the individual income tax. First, the corporate income tax
is levied only on corporate capital, not all capital.®* Second, the cor-
porate income tax is levied on corporate income generated in the
United States and on the earnings of United States corporations,
and not on all capital income.

Investors can choose to invest in noncorporate capital, debt, or
corporate capital. In order for them to want to invest in corporate
capital, the risk-adjusted after-tax rate of return to corporate cap-

64The general equilibrium effects of the corporate tax were first analyzed by Harberger, “Inci-
dence of the Corporate Tax.” In the Harberger model, the total capital stock is fixed, but capital
and labor are fully mobile between sectors.
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ital must equal the risk-adjusted after-tax rate of return to other
forms of investment. Thus, in the long run, changes in the rate of
return to corporate capital generally also will change the return to
noncorporate capital.

The corporate income tax is imposed not only on the returns to
newly invested capital, however, but also on the returns to existing
corporate capital. In the short run, changes in the corporate income
tax primarily affect the after-tax returns on existing corporate cap-
ital. Thus, during the five-year budget window, the burden of a
change in the corporate income tax will fall predominantly on the
owners of corporate ec%uity, but may also affect the after-tax rate
of return received by all investors in the economy. ‘

The long-run incidence of the corporate tax is somewhat less
clear than the short-run incidence. The corporate income tax taxes
the income of United States corporations and all corporate income
generated in the United States. Unlike individual capital taxes,
which are levied on all capital income earned by United States resi-
dents, the corporate tax can be avoided by investing in
noncorporate capital or in foreign firms that operate abroad. This
potential to avoid the corporate tax means that changes in the cor-
porate tax are more likely to affect wages than changes in the indi-
vidual income tax on capital. However, because investing abroad
may be quite costly, it is likely that capital will bear at least some
of the corporate income tax. Furthermore, moving capital abroad
takes time. In the short and medium run, capital is relatively im-
mobile and changes in the corporate tax are likely to lower the re-
turn to capital.

Because the JCT staff attempts to measure the burden of tax
changes during the five years of the budget window, the JCT staff
assigns the burden of certain changes in the corporate tax to own-
ers of corporate capital.®5 A relatively small fraction of the burden
of the tax may fall on investors in noncorporate equity during the
five-year budget window. However, the distribution of ownership of
corporate capital is similar enough to the distribution of other
types of capital that assigning the burden of the tax only to owners
of c?rpprate capital will not have a large effect on the distributional
analysis.

b. Specific problems in distributing changes in the
corporate tax

As with the distribution of individual capital taxes, distributing
specific changes in the corporate income tax system can be fairly
complicated. Many of the issues concerning timing and behavior
that arise in the case of individual capital taxes are also problem-
atic for corporate income taxes. Furthermore, the incidence of spe-
cific changes to the corporate income tax may be quite different
than the incidence of changes in the rate of corporate income tax.
Two specific issues (expensing and investment tax credits) are ex-
plored below. :

88 Certain tax proposals might change corporate tax payments without really being a tax on
corporate capital. Examples of these types of provisions include changes in the deductibility of
employee benefits and creation of certain employment credits. The benefits or burdens of propos-
als of this type would not be distributed according to capital ownership, but would be distributed
like labor income tax changes.
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Investment incentives: expensing and investment tax credits

Investment incentives reduce the tax on the earnings from new
investment. Expensing allows taxpayers to deduct the cost of their
investments in qualified property from their gross income in the
year the investment is made. From an economic perspective,
expensing effectively exempts investment earnings from tax.86 In-
vestment tax credits (ITCs) provide a tax credit to businesses for
some fraction of the cost of their investment in certain depreciable
assets. ITCs provide exemption from tax on some share of the earn-
ings, depending on the rate of the tax credit as well as the present
value of depreciation allowances.

Investment incentives may change both the timing and the total
amount of tax payments, In order for the distribution of the tax in-
centives to be invariant to the timing of tax payments, the JCT
staff calculates the benefit of investment incentives as the reduc-
tion in taxes on earnings on investments as the earnings accrue.
For example, the benefits of expensing are calculated as the taxes
saved on the earnings of the expensed investment, even though ac-
tual tax payments only decline in the year the expensed invest-
ment is undertaken. This method is consistent with the treatment
of IRAs as well as the treatment of consumption taxes.6?

The incidence of investment incentives depends on the exact na-
ture of the incentives. Investment incentives that are provided to
all new investments will not provide a benefit, even in the short
run, to the owners of existing capital. In a closed economy, the in-
vestment incentives will increase the rate of return available to in-
vestors in all new capital, i.e. savers, and reduce the amount re-
ceived by sellers of assets, i.e. dissavers.® Thus, investment incen-
tives at the business level may have very similar effects to saving
incentives at the individual level. In these cases, the JCT staff dis-
tributes the benefits of investment incentives on the basis of indi-
vidual saving.

On the other hand, “investment incentives” that are provided to
only a limited range of investments may not raise the return avail-
able to savers. For example, when favorable tax treatment is pro-
vided to investment only up to a certain dollar amount, the mar-
ginal return on capital is unlikely to change, and the rate of return
available to savers will not increase. When the investment incen-
tives are not capped, but are provided to only a limited set of in-
vestments (investment in a single industry, for example), then, at
least in the short run, savers are also unlikely to benefit..In these

%€ Because the value of an asaet is equal to the present value of the asset’s earnings, allowing
a one time tax deduction for the value of the asset (expensing) provides the same present value
benefit as exempting all of the asset’s earnings from tax.

87The following section demonstrates that income taxes with certain investment incentives
may be equivalent to broad-based consumption taxes. .

%%In a small open economy, the long run effects of investment incentives will be to induce
capital to flow in from abroad, thereby benefiting labor, not capital. In the short run, however,
in an open economy the owners of the investment being provided favorable tax treatment are
likely to benefit from the investment incentives.

It is unclear whether the United States is best deacribed as an open or a closed economy.
While capital is clearly mobile internationally, there is still a strong correlation between saving
and investment rates across countries (see, Martin Feldatein and Charles Horioka, “Domestic
Saving and International Capital Flows,” Economic Journal, 90, June 1980, and Philippe
Bacchetta and Martin Feldstein, “National Saving and International Investment,” in B. Douglas
Bernheim and John B. Shoven (eds.), National Saving and Economic Performance, (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press), 1991,) which one would not expect if capital were perfectly mobile.
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cases, the JCT staff distributes the benefits of investment incen-
tives to the actual owners of the investments.

C. General Consumption Taxes

General consumption taxes include value added taxes and sales
taxes and apply to a broad range of goods and or services at a sin-
gle rate.%® The JCT staff has studied the distributional impact of
general consumption taxes because, even though the United States
does not currently impose such taxes directly at the federal level,
such measures are frequently proposed and debated. Furthermore,
other aspects of the existing tax system, such as savings and in-
vestment incentives, have economic effects similar to those of gen-
eral consumption taxes. For example, individual retirement ac-
counts, in exempting earnings on qualified savings from tax, should
impose in similar burdens to consumption taxes (which also exempt
earnings from savings). The methodology developed below allows
consistent treatment of these and other provisions.

The JCT staff measures the burden of consumption taxes as in-
come is earned. As explained below, this method (1) allows consist-
ent treatment with most other tax provisions, and (2) yields a
stream of burdens over time that reduces the mismeasurement of
burden relative to income caused by the restriction of the analysis
to the five-year window. To distribute the burden of any tax, it is
necessary to determine which individuals bear the burden of the
tax and when the individuals are deemed to bear the burden. This
observation is used to motivate and explain the income-based
method for the distribution of general consumption taxes below.

Who bears the burden of the tax?

A consumption tax can lead to increases in the general price
level in the economy or to reductions in nominal wages and profit
rates. For wage earners, the distinction is unimportant, because
they will suffer the same reduction in buying power whether their
nominal wage falls or the prices they face increase. In either case,
their real wage falls, However, the distinction is important for indi-
viduals with income fixed in nominal dollars—those with govern-
ment transfers and those receiving or paying interest. For example,
individuals whose income consists only of non-indexed government
transfers are burdened if prices rise, but not if wages fall. Whether
a consumption tax leads to nominal wage and profit declines or to
price increases will depend on the monetary policy of the Federal
Reserve, and cannot be predicted on the basis of economic theory.
The distributional effects of consumption taxes under both alter-
natives are explored below.

When are individuals deemed to bear the burden of the tax?

Although it would be ideal to distribute the lifetime burden of
tax changes, the JCT staff restricts its distributional analyses to
the five-year budget period.”® This restriction means that the way

SQS ecific excise taxes are discussed in section I11.D. These taxes are levied on specific com-
modities rather than on a broad base. Examples include Federal motor fuels and cigarette excige
taxes.

7°See Part I1.C.
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tax burdens are assigned over time matters. The JCT staff has de-
veloped a method that distributes the burden of consumption taxes
when income is earned rather than when taxes are paid. This
method produces a distribution analysis that is consistent with
both the treatment of other taxes and with the measure of well-
being used to classify individuals.

Wl%en consumption taxes lead to price increases, the real value
of wages and accumulated savings falls. When consumption taxes
lead to declines in wages and profits, both the nominal and the real
value of income falls. Thus, a consumption tax has the same effects
on taxpayers’ buying power as would a tax on wages and existing
capital.”! This equivalence means that a consumption tax can be
distributed either as a tax on income or as a tax on consumption.
To be consistent with the distribution of other tax changes, the
JCT staff distributes the burden of consumption taxes as the bur-
den of equivalent taxes on certain types of income.

It is only if individuals save or borrow that allocating the burden
of a consumption tax when income is earned yields different results
from allocating the burden when consumption occurs. When indi-
viduals do not save or borrow, consumption is equal to after-tax in-
come, and the two methods yield the same answers. When individ-
uals save, consumption is less than after-tax income, and when in-
dividuals borrow, consumption is greater than after-tax income.

Consider an individual who is temporarily unemploged and has
very low income, but can consume out of savings. onsumption
taxes paid will represent a very high fraction of income for this
person, even though the well-being of the individual relative to an
annual measure of lifetime income does not fall significantly. This
problem could be addressed by measuring the burden not as a frac-
tion of income but of consumption; however, this approach is not
taken here.” The approach taken by the JCT staff is to measure
the burden not as the additional cost to the individual of consump-
tion due to the tax, but as the reduction in the value of any income
that is received. Measuring the burden in this manner may more
closely measure the real burden than calculating it on the basis of
consumption relative to income.

Equivalent income-based taxes

In order to distribute consumption taxes as income is earned, it
is necessary to determine what type of income taxes would have
the equivalent effects as the consumption tax being proposed. This
section outlines the principles underlying this methodology.

A broad-based consumption tax is equivalent to a tax on wages
plus a tax on income from existing capital (but exempting income
from new investment). To see this, suppose a consumption tax is
introduced which increases the general price level in the economy.
The real value of an individual’s present and future wages will fall
immediately, as will the value of any accumulated savings. Thus,
the individual would be identically affected if nominal wages were
cut and some of the accumulated capital were taxed by the govern-
ment. Since, in competitive markets, the value of existing capital

7‘Thg equivalence between consumption taxes and taxes on certain types of income is dis-
cugsed in further detail below.

72See Part [V for an extensive discussion of the income classifier.
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assets is equal to their (expected) future stream of income, taxing
the old capital is equivalent to taxing the income generated from
that capital. This establishes the equivalence between a broad-
based consumption tax and a tax on wages and the income gen-
erated by “old capital”—that is, any capital existing at the time of
the introduction of the tax. This equivalence is shown more rigor-
ously in Appendix B.

Notice that under the tax on wages and income from old capital,
the returns to new investment are not taxed. Similarly, by taxing
consumption at different times uniformly, a broad-based consump-
tion tax effectively exempts the returns to savings from the tax
base.” In a closed economy, savings and investment are equal, con-
firming the equivalence of the taxes.” As a tax on all income, with
income from new investment exempt, the tax is equivalent to a
business transfer tax (BTT). A BTT is levied on gross receipts at
the business level, with expensing (i.e., immediate depreciation) of
all costs, including new investment, but with no deduction for
wages.”5

Nominal price adjustment

The equivalence between a broad-based consumption tax and a
tax on wages and the returns to old capital allows a meaningful in-
come-based allocation of the burden of the consumption tax over
time. It also highlights the importance of specifying which nominal
prices adjust in response to the consumption tax. Since nominal
price levels are determined in part by the independent actions of
the Federal Reserve, they cannot generally be predicted in advance.
For example, while it is usually assumed that a consumption tax
increases the prices of taxed goods, it also is conventional to expect
that a wage tax reduces nominal after-tax wages, and a tax on ex-
isting capital reduces its value. These assumptions are valid only
if the Federal Reserve reacts differently to economically equivalent
tax changes. Because such divergent policy responses are possible,
distributional analyses require knowledge of which will occur. This
is because different nominal price adjustments have different dis-
tributional effects on recipients of some government transfers and
payors and recipients of fixed interest obligations.

When prices rise, the value of all income falls, unless the income
is specifically indexed to changes in the price level. For example,
an individual living entirely on an indexed Social Security pension
will not be affected by a uniform price increase.”® Similarly, an in-
dividual receiving Medicare services will be partially protected
against the price rise, because the in-kind transfer of health care

e :

73For example, taxing consumption in future years at a higher rate than presently would re-
duce the return to savings. Taxing current consumption at a higher rate would subsidize say-
ings.

‘In an open economy, foreign holders of United States assets will be hurt by a tax on old
capital, but not by a consumption tax which increases the general domestic price level, Because
foreigners are not included in the JCT's distributional analysis, this problem with the closed
economy agsumption is reduced. '

76 Expensing of new investment with taxation of gross receipts is equivalent to the exemption
of the earnings from new investment from tax, with no deduction a lowed. Note that the full
equivalence of the BTT and the consumption tax is valid only if all saving is channeled through
the business sector.

o '“‘dThis assumes that fraction of the pension which is taxed, and the applicable tax rate, are
ixed.
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is effectively indexed.”” A further source of indexation which par-
tially protects individuals from price increases is the indexation of
income tax brackets. To the extent that bracket limits are in-
creased as prices rise, nominal income tax payments are reduced,
offsetting the negative impact of the consumption tax. The benefits
of this indexation are not uniformly distributed across individuals.

If, on the other hand, nominal wages and the returns to old as-
sets fall, only certain types of income are affected. Recipients of
fixed nominafltransfers are not hurt by the tax. Such transfer pay-
ments include both indexed payments mentioned above, as well as
non-indexed government transfers such as Aid to Families with De.-
Pendent Children (AFDC). In addition, any private contracts with
ixed nominal payments are unaffected by the tax. In particular,
holders of existing bonds receive the same nominal interest pay-
ments as before, since the introduction of the tax does not change
any contractual agreements between issuers and holders. Capital
income can be divided into financial- and non-financial capital in-
come. If prices rise, the value of all capital income is reduced, but
if factor returns fall, only income from existing non-financial assets
is reduced in value.

The reason bond-holders are unaffected by the consumption tax
while owners of physical assets are burdened is that the returns to
bond investment can be directly consumed. That is, the output of
a bond is cash, the consumption value of which does not change if

rices do not increase. On the other hand, owners of physical cap-
ital are hurt by the tax when factor returns fall. The value of out-
put from such capital is reduced, because the owners are liable for
the consumption tax when the produced goods are sold.

Distributing consumption taxes

The two major issues in the distribution of consumption taxes,
timing (should the tax burden be allocated when income is earned
or when consumption financed by that income occurs?) and nominal
price adjustments (do prices rise or do nominal wages and profits
fall?) yield four potential methods for distributing a consumption
tax. The following labels are useful for distinguishing between the
four approaches:

(p,C)—prices are assumed to rise, and the burden is as-
sif'ned as consumption occurs (the traditional meth-
od of distributing a consumption tax);

(p,Y)—prices are again assumed to rise, but the burden
is assigned over time as income is earned;

(w,C)—wages (and the returns to old capital) are as-
sumed to fall, goods prices remain fixed, and the
burden is assigned as consumption occurs; and

(w,Y)—wages (and the returns to old capital) fall, and
the burden is assigned as income is earned.

In order to perform the distributional analysis using these four
methods, it is necessary to have detailed information on consump-
tion as well as income by income class. The traditional data set
used to measure consumption, the Consumer Expenditure Survey,

7"Food stamps are another example, since the nominal value of food stamps available to indi-
viduals is indexed to the price of a designated basket of food.
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shows large amounts of dissaving at the bottom of the income spec-
trum, and very high saving rates at the top. Many analysts believe
that this observed pattern of saving rates is inaccurate and results
from problems with the data set.”® Furthermore, the Consumer Ex-
penditure Survey does not have reliable information on individuals
with income greater than $100,000. The JCT staff has used a dif-
ferent data set, the Survey of Consumer Finances, to calculate sav-
ing rates, and use these saving rates to impute consumption. Like
other analysts that have used this method, a small amount of dis-
saving is observed in the lowest income group, rather than the
huge dissaving found from the Consumer Expenditure Survey.
Using this method of imputing consumption reduces the measured
regressivity of consumption taxes using the traditional (p,C) meth-
od.

Table 3 presents a distributional analysis of a five-percent broad-
based consumption tax using each of the four methods, These re-
sults are depicted graphically in Figure 5. Measured as a percent-
age of expanded income (defined and discussed in Part IV), the bur-
den is most regressive if measured using the (p,C)-method. Individ-
uals in the lowest income class (those with economic income less
than $10,000) are hit hard when prices rise, since most of their
transfers, particularly AFDC, are not indexed. They are less se-
verely affected if factor returns fall. Because low-income individ-
uals only dissave a very small amount, the burdens measured

Table 3 Burden of a five percent broad-based consumption tax as a percentage ot pre-tax
income.

Distribution Method
Adjusted Income Class ®0 ®Y) w.Y) (w.C0)
$0-$10,000 3.70 3.69 2.84 285
$10,000-520,000 2.66 268 2.86 2.83
$20,000-530,000 290 3.00 310 299
$30,000-340,000 292 3.04 3.20 3.07
$40,000-550,000 294 3.10 326 3.10
$50,000-575,000 271 2.97 321 299
$75,000-$100,000 263 288 3.01 274
$100,000-5200,000 250 2.84 292 2.57
$200,000 and over 176 218 2.86 1.76

78See, for example, Joyce Yanchar and Susan Haltmaier, “The Pros and Cons of Alternative
Energy Taxes” in DRIMcGraw-Hill, Review of the U.S. Economy, March 1993, pp 46-52, Barry
Bosworth, Gary Burtless, and John Sabelhaus, “The Decline in Saving: Evidence from House-
hold Surveys,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 1:1991, pp. 183-241, and John Sabelhaus,
“What Is the Distributional Burden of Taxing Consumption?”, mimeo, Congressional Budget Of-
fice, December, 1992,
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under the (p,C)- and (p,Y)-methods coincide, as do those using the
{w,C)- and (w,Y)-methods. This is because the only difference be-
tween the income- and consumption-based methods of allocating
burdens over time is in their treatment of savings, and if savings
are very low, the difference is negligible. The most important deter-
minant of the burden on the poor is thus whether prices rise or fac-
tor returns fall. They are generally much worse off if prices rise,
and the method of burden allocation over time is relatively unim-
portant.

Figure 5

Burden of a 5% Broad Based Consumption Tax

Burden as Percentage of Expanded Income
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The role of savings in distinguishing between the two methods
of temporal allocation is significant in the highest income group.
There, the (p,C)- and (w,C)-methods yield approximately equal bur-
den measures, as do the (p,Y)- and (w,Y)-methods. However, the
consumption-based methods show a much smaller burden than the
income-based measures, since much of total saving is done by indi-
viduals with incomes above $200,000. Under the consumption-
based method, these individuals effectively receive a deduction for
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the full amount of their savings when they occur, while the income
method only attributes a deduction for the annuitized value of the
new savings.”®

In the central income range, the burden is relatively flat as
measured by all methods. Using either the consumption- or income-
based method, the burden is generally less when prices rise than
when factor returns fall. This is due to the fact that the burden is
measured net of any other reductions in taxes. In particular, in-
come tax brackets (including the exemption and standard deduc-
tion) are indexed to the general price level, so that when prices rise
the amount of income tax paid falls. (This indexation does not
change the income tax liability of individuals in the highest income
classes significantly.) Similarly, for a given type of nominal price
adjustment, the consumption-based method measures a lower bur-
den than the income-based method since savings in these groups
are positive. The small degree of progressivity observed around the
second income class for all methods derives from the fact that these
individuals receive proportionately more indexed Social Security
payments (as well as other non-indexed benefits) than those with
higher incomes.

Overall, the income methods measure consumption taxes as
being less regressive than the consumption methods. In fact, the
(w,Y) method is relatively flat over the income spectrum. Many re-
searchers recently have contested the traditional view that con-
sumption taxes are very regressive. One approach taken by some
researchers is to calculate present values of consumption as a frac-
tion of permanent income.®® Others have looked at consumption
taxes paid as a fraction of consumption,8! rather than as a fraction
of pre-tax income. These researchers have pointed out that con-
sumption taxes paid as a fraction of current income may overstate
the regressivity of consumption taxes because people smooth their
consumption—those in their high earning years will be doing a lot
of saving to finance consumption in retirement, and those with
temporarily high or low income (large capital gains or temporary
unemployment) will have disproportionately low or high consump-
tion relative to income. A lifetime perspective significantly reduces
the regressivity of the consumption tax. The method utilized by the
JCT staff also implicitly uses a lifetime perspective, because while
it does not calculate lifetime income, it does use the lifetime budget

79The consumption method allocates the burden of consumption as consumption occurs. This
can be thought of as allowing a deduction for savings against income tax liability as these sav-
ings occur. The income method does not allocate the full benefit of the deduction for the savings
at the time they occur, but imputes to the individual an equivalent annuity stream. This is con-
sistent with the treatment of front-ended IRAs, where the benefit is measures not in terms of
the up-front deduction, but in terms of the exemption from tax on the future earnings.

8"Sx:ae James Davies, France St. Hilarie, and John Whalley, “Some Calculations of Lifetime
Tax Incidence”, American Economic Review, 74, September 1984,

81Gee, for instance, James Poterba, “Lifetime Incidence and the Distributional Burden of Ex-
cise Taxes”, American Economic Review, 79, May 1989, pp. 325-330, and Congressional Budget
Office, “Federal Taxation of Tobacco, Alcohalic Beverages, and Mator Fuels”, June 1990.
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constraint to convert consumption taxes into taxes on certain types
of income.

Finally, it is worth comparing the distribution of a consumption
tax with that of the existing Federal income tax. This is shown in
Figure 6, where one-fifth of the income tax liability, as a fraction
of income, is graphed.®? It is clear that while the degree of
regressivity of the consumption tax varies depending of the dis-
tribution methodology employed, all methods show it to be substan-
tially more regressive than the existing Federal income tax. There
are a number of reasons for this difference. First, the Federal in-
come tax has a progressive rate structure. Second, the Federal in-
come tax does not exempt savings. Finally, the Federal income tax
generally taxes all income net of deductions, whereas a consump-
tion tax permits the deduction of both savings and all other Fed-
eral, State, and local taxes (since consumption is equal to after-tax
income minus savings).83 The ratio of consumption to pre-tax in-
come is higher for lower-income people than for higher-income peo-
ple both because lower income people save less, and because they
face lower taxes. As a fraction of after-tax income, or as a fraction
of consumption, the consumption tax would appear far less regres-
sive than as a fraction of pre-tax income.

Figure 6

Comparison of Distributions of the Burdens of a 5% Broad Based
Consumption Tax and the Federal Income Tax

Burden as a Percentage of
Expanded Income

Income Group

TR WO B wY) T (p O o () A Federal
“come
Tax
JCT methodology

For the reasons discussed above, the JCT staff uses the income-
based method of distribution in allocating broad-based consumption
taxes. This method provides a more accurate annual measure of

82Scaling the income tax burden in this fashion allows easy comparison of the relative pro-
gressivity of the different taxes on the same graph. . .

83 For example, a five-percent increase in income taxes would be levied on pre-tax income, but,
assuming no savings, a five-percent consumption tax would apply only to after-tax income. If
savings were positive, the tax would apply to an even smaller base.
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the impact of such taxes, which is desirable given the decision to
restrict analysis to the five-year window. It also means that the
distributional impact of consumption taxes can be more meaning-
fully compared with that of other provisions of an income nature.
In particular, the approach is consistent with the treatment of IRA
provisions (see footnote 78), investment incentives, and other indi-
vidual and corporate income tax provisions which affect the tax-
ation of savings.

Choosing between the {p,Y)- and (w,Y)-methods for distributing
a broad-based consumption tax is particularly difficult because it
involves predicting the response of the monetary authorities to tax
policy changes.84 International experience shows that with the in-
troduction of consumption taxes, mostly in the form of value added
taxes, nominal prices do increase somewhat, but not by the full
amount of the tax, though it is difficult to tell if these price in-
creases are due to the tax change or other economic influences.8%
Unless there are convincing reasons to assume otherwise, the JCT
staff assumes the Federal Reserve will accommodate the policy
ch%nge and allow prices to rise, and uses the (p,Y)-method of dis-
tribution.

Less comprehensive consumption taxes

One of the fundamental properties of a broad-based consumption
tax is the full exemption of savings from tax. Many other tax provi-
sions provide less generous, but qualitatively similar, treatment of
savings. These include narrow-based consumption taxes (which ex-
clude some goods and/or services from the tax base), specific excise
taxes, corporate expensing provisions (corporate cash-flow taxes)
and investment tax credits (ITCs). The two investment incentives
have been discussed in Part III.B. The general procedure for deal-
ing with narrow-based consumption taxes is to convert them to
equivalent broad-based consumption taxes, and use the methodol-
ogy described above. This approach, which ensures that taxes that
are labelled differently but have similar economic effects are dis-
tributed similarly, is briefly described below.86

Narrow-based consumption taxes.—In practice consumption tax
bases rarely cover all goods and services. This is usually due to ad-
ministrative constraints, distributional concerns, and political expe-
diency. The narrow-based consumption tax must still cause the
wage rate and return to capital to fall relative to the general price
level in the economy.®” In addition, the prices of the taxed goods
relative to untaxed goods may change. To the extent that the rel-
ative price of taxed and untaxed goods differ by the amount of the
tax (so that “consumers bear the tax”), the following methodology
is used. The possibility of less than full relative goods price changes
is discussed in more detail in the following section on specific ex-
cise taxes.

84This choice also would arise when choosing between the two consumption-based methods
of distribution, and does not represert a problem confined to the income-based method.

85See Alan A. Tait, Value Added Tax: International Practice and Problems, (Washington, D.C.:
International Monetary Fund), 1988.

86The method of distributing specific excise taxes is dealt with in more detail in the next sec-
tion.

87This can be manifest either as an increase in the general nominal price level, or a decrease
in nominal wages and capital returns, as discussed above.
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By invoking the general assumption (for the purposes of distribu-
tional analysis) that individuals’ consumption patterns do not
change in response to tax changes,®® it ig possible to view a nar-
row-based consumption tax which raises the relative ]price of taxed

cumstances, the approximation is in line with the overall treatment
of behavioral responses, and allows an easy means of consistently
analyzing a range of consumption taxes,

Of course, one reason narrow-based consumption taxes have po-
tential_ly different.; (.listribu'tion‘al consequences than do broad-based

the consumption of the taxed goods makes up one half of total con-
sumption of one income group, but only one tenth of that of an-
other, the first group is treated as facing a broad-based tax of five
percent, and the second as facing a broad-based tax of one percent.
Each group is then analyzed separately, using the appropriate ef-
fective broad-based tax rate.

Specific excise taxes.—If only one good is included in the tax
base, the methodology described in the previous paragraph can still
be employed. The effective tax rate for each income class is then
~ just the nominal rate multiplied by the share of consumption for
individuals in that class devoted to the taxed good. (Further issues
relating to specific excise taxes are discussed in the next section,
D) ;

D. Excise Taxes

Specific excise taxes are levied on single goods, either in ad valo-
rem terms (i.e, as a percentage of the price of the good), or on a
per unit basis (i.e., as a fixed money amount per quantity of the
good). The tax may be levied on all purchases of the particular

Conceptual issues

Excise taxes on final consumers only
To the extent that an excise tax is levied only on final consum-

B —
#8See sections I1.B and IILD for discussions of behavioral effects.
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between broad-based consumption taxes and specific excise taxes is
that the behavioral responses of individual consumers to the tax,
in terms of the way consumption is divided between different
goods, may be greater for specific excise taxes. This subsection thus
addresses the issue of behavioral responses, and if and how they
should be taken into account in distributional analyses. This is im-
portant for the measurement of the size of the economic burden im-
posed by the tax. Timing and price adjustment issues are then dis-
cussed, in the context of specific excise taxes. As in the case of
broad-based consumption taxes, these issues relate to the assign-
ment of the burden over time, and to the treatment of transfer pay-
ments,

Accounting for behavioral responses by taxpayers.—With the im-
position of an excise tax, one expects consumers to reduce their
purchases of the taxed good in response to the initial increase in
its price relative to other goods. The initial reduction in demand
also may lead to reduced profits and wages for the producers of the
good. To the extent that the tax-inclusive price of the good in-
creases, the consumer is hurt, while a fall in the net-of-tax price
received by the producer reduces profits and/or wages. The degree
to which the burden is shared between consumers and producers
depends on the relative strengths of their behavioral responses.
The consumers’ burden is discussed here in some detail, and that
of producers addressed briefly below.89

As discussed in detail in Part ILB, above, an important issue is
whether to measure the burden of a tax change using the amount

elasticity of demand is small), the difference between before-tax
and after-tax consumption is small.
The JCT staff generally estimates the burden of specific excise

88 Consumers are hurt to the extent that the price of the taxed good rises relative to others.
However, the average price level in the economy may rise or remain constant, depending on the
monetary policies of the Federal Reserve.
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Related to the issue of behavioral response is the difference be-
tween short-run response and long-run response. As discussed in
Part IL.B, the incidence of any tax may be substantially different
in the short run than it is in the long run. For example, most ana-
lysts believe that in the short run the demand for motor fuel is rel-
atively unresponsive to modest changes in price, while in the long
run consumers are much more responsive because they can alter
their driving patterns and the type of car they drive.%® Also, the
short run and long run are not the same for all goods. They depend
upon how quickly behavior can be adjusted. For one taxed good the
short run might be measured in months, while for another it might
be measured in years.

Distributing the burden over time.—Because consumption choices
are assumed to be unaffected by specific excise taxes for the pur-
poses of distributional analyses, such taxes can be treated as relat-
ed broad-based consumption taxes. For example, if a good making
up 10 percent of an individual's consumption is taxed at 10 per-
cent, the burden will be the same as a one-percent tax on all con-
sumption. If the good constitutes 50 percent of the consumption of
another individual, the 10-percent tax will be equivalent to a five-
percent tax on all of the consumption. In general, the distribution
of the burden of specific excise taxes thus depends on the intensity
with which each income group consumes the taxed good. For a par-
ticular excise tax, the JCT staff calculates an equivalent broad-
based consumption tax for each income class, and measures the
burden on each class using the methods developed in the previous
section. As a general rule, it is assumed that the tax leads to an
increase in the price of the taxed good, while the prices of other
goods remain fixed. The burden is allocated as income is earned,
so that in general, the (p,Y)-method is employed.

Burdens on producers.—If the tax is not fully passed on to con-
sumers, wages and returns to capital will fall. While the workers
and capital owners in the particular industry will experience the
initial impact of the reduction in incomes, these effects will spread
throughout the economy in the long run. If these long-run effects
occur rapidly, the JCT staff ignores the transitory adjustments of
factor prices. However, if the adjustments occur slowly, the burden
on producers is assigned to factors emplcyed in the relevant indus-
try. Also, the impacl on wages and capital returns will differ de-
pending on the relative intensity of labor and capital in production
in the industry producing the taxed good relative to that in other
industries. However, the data requirements for the analysis of dif-
ferential factor impacts are demanding and not often met. There-
fore, if the price of the taxed good relative to other goods were not
expected to increase by the full amount of the tax, the burden of
the implied fall in factor returns would be distributed uniformly to
all factors in the affected part of the economy (which can be either

99 For examples of studies of the price elasticity of nonbusiness demand for gasoline, see: Carol
A. Dahl, “Consumer Adjustment to a Gasoline Tax,” The Review of Economics and Statistics,
61, August 1979; Robert Archibald and Robert Gillingham, “An Analysis of the Short-Run
Consumer Demand for Gaoline Using Household Survey Data,” The Review of Economics and
Statistics, 62, November 1980; and Robert Archibald and Robert (‘.illingham, “A Decomposition
of the Price and Income Elasticities of the Consumer Demand for Gasoline,” Southern Economic
Journal, 47, April 1981,
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the particular industry or the whole economy, depending on the
speed of adjustment). :

Consumption by businesses

Inputs used by businesses may also be subject to excise taxes.
For example, the communications excise tax is imposed on consum-
ers of telephone services, many of which are businesses. If it is de-
termined that consumers of the taxed good bear the burden of the

the tax is passed on to the ultimate consumer of the output. Thus,
if higher telephone bills result in higher grocery prices, the burden
of that portion of a change in the telephone tax that fails upon gro-
cery stores would be distributed to households according to their
expenditures on groceries. Alternatively, if the market does not
permit the business to pass on its increases in costs, the owners
or employees of the business will bear the telephone tax. The JCT
staff therefore distributes the burden of excise taxes in two steps.
First, it distributes the burden due to direct consumption of the
taxed good, using the method described above. Then, depending on
the available data, it distributes the burden borne by individuals
due to their consumption of goods which use the taxedy goods as in-
puts. While this second stage may be quite difficult due to poor
data on the uses of the taxed good in production, some rough ap-
proximations are possible. For example, it can be assumed that the
burden of the telephone excise tax due to business use is borne by

all other consumption, since virtually all businesses use telephone
services. _

A related and difficult issue is how to distribute excise taxes paid
by governments or tax-exempt organizations. The tax may be
passed on to taxpayers in the form of higher taxes, to recipients of
government services in the form of reduced government services, or
to government workers in the form of lower wages than would oth-
erwise be received.9!

Distributing the burden of specific excise taxes that Dprovide
direct benefits

While all taxes finance benefits (i.e., pay for government serv-
ices), some specific excise taxes are designed to achieve socially
beneficial behavioral outcomes and other excise taxes have their
revenues dedicated to provide specific benefits. An example of the
former is environmental taxes and an example of the latter is the
tax on motor fuels dedicated to the Highway Trust Fund.92

Environmental taxes.—Some economic activities have adverse ef-

fects on the environment or health of the population at large. The

!For a discussion of tax-exempt organizations, see Part IT1.F.3, below.

2Similar analysis applies to taxes ori ‘motor fuels dedicated to the Airport and Airway Trust
Fund, the Aquatic Resources Trust Fund (motorboats), and the Inland &’aterway Trust Fund.
The present-law tax on ozone-depleting chemicals is an example of an environmental tax.

9
9!
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verse health or environmental effects, the total social cost may ex-
ceed the private cost faced by the market participants. In such
cases, a so-called “negative externality” exists, since some costs of
the activity are borne by individuals external to the market (for ex-
ample, those affected by pollution who neither produce nor
consume the particular good). In this situation, it is natural to ex-
pect that too much of the externality creating activity will occur,
and that some form of government intervention would improve
well-being.

One option is for the government to control directly the activity
under consideration, by setting standards and limits on the amount
of damage caused. Such approaches are common, Alternatively, the
government could force the producer to bear the external cost of
the activity by levying a tax equal to its (marginal) additional so-
cial cost. Such a tax would clearly hurt the producer or, if the tax
could be passed on, the consumer of the goods produced. However,
the individuals who previously suffered environmental or health
costs will be better off, and the net gain may be positive. Ideally,
the increase in prices of produced goods, the reduction in profits of
polluters, and tlge reduction in environmental and health damages
should be distributed. However, in practice, the JCT staff does not
distribute the improvement in environmental quality or health.
This is mainly because these benefits are usually very hard to
measure. On the other hand, to the extent that benefits accrue to
individuals with varying incomes in specific geographic areas, the
distribution of the benefit by income class may not be particularly
instructive for policy makers. Appendix C presents a graphical
analysis of these issues.

Taxes as user fees.—Some people view the motor fuels taxes as
payments for the provision of highways, much as the fees collected
at highway toll booths pay for the construction and maintenance of
a toll highway. As a benefit tax, it may not be appropriate to say
that the taxpayer is burdened by the tax when he or she receives
a direct benefit in return. To the extent that such benefits arise
from governmental expenditures, such as highway construction and
repair, these benefits would be measured as part of an expenditure
incidence analysis. As noted in Part I.A, above, the JCT staff gen-
erally does not attempt to measure expenditure incidence.%3

Practical issues in distributing the incidence of excise taxes
and other consumption taxes

Individual income tax data generally do not include information
on consumption. Such information must be imputed and matched
to income tax records from alternative data sources, such as the
Consumer Expenditure Survey. There are limitations to such impu-
tations. For example, the Consumer Expenditure Survey, like many
consumption surveys, is “top coded”. This means that the survey
may not identify the amount of income of individual consumers
with incomes above $100,000. As a result, there may not be data
on consumption by certain income or demographic groups. Some
question the accuracy of consumption surveys. The Consumer Ex-

93 As discussed in Part I1.B, above, benefits received may affect the taxpayers’ behavioral re-
sponses to a tax change, further complicating the incidence analysis.
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penditure Survey from 1983-84 reports consumption spending at 80
percent of that reported in the national income and product ac-
counts,® a level that is unsatisfactory for distribution analysis

Approach of the JCT staff in distributing changes in burden
resulting from changes in specific excise taxes

Where sufficient data exist to make valid statistical imputations
of consumption, the JCT staff attempts to dis:.tributq the change in

small. Specific excise taxes paid by governments or exempt organi-
zations are not distributed.

As an example, Table 4, on the following page, distributes the
change in burden which would result from an increase in the motor
fuels excise tax of five cents per gallon.95

——
®For a discussion of the quality of consumption survey data, see Barry Bosworth, Gary

Burtless, and John Sabelhaus, “The Decline in Saving: Evidence From Household Surveys.”
®8Such a proposal was enacted as part of the Omnibuys Budget Reconciliation Act of 1990,
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Table 4.-Distributional Effscts of a Five Cent per Gallon
Motor Fusls Tax

{1993 Lavel)
Presant Law Present Law Propesed Burden Change

Expanded Federal Average Change in as & Share

Incoms Class (1) Taxes (2) Tax Rats {3} Tax Burden of Income
: Billions Percent Millions Parcent
Less than $10,000.. $9 10.4% 40,230 0.26%
10,000 to 39 11.9% 478 0.15%
20,000 to 72 17.0% 609 0.14%
30,000 to 86 19.1% 573 0.13%
40,000 to . 93 20.9% 567 0.13%
50,000t0 75,000.......... 201 22.3% 953 0.11%
75,000 to 100,000.......... 120 24.6% 498 - 0.10%
100,000 to 200,000......... 142 22.6% 397 0.07%
200,000 and over... 168 30.2% 283 0.05%
Total, All Taxpayers $930 22.1% $4,589 0.11%

Seurce: Jeint Committes a» Taxation

{1) The incoms concept used to place tax returns into income categories is adjusted gross income
{AGH) plus: {1] tax-exempt interest, (2] employer contributions for health plans and life insurance,
[3] employer share of FICA tax, {4) workers' compensation, [5] nontaxable social security benefits,
{6] insurance value of Medicare benefits,and [7) corporate income tax iability imputed to
stockholders, [8] alternative minimum tax preference items,and [9] excluded income of U.S. .
citizens living abroad.

{2} Includes individual income tax, FICA and SECA tax, sxcise taxes, estate and gift taxes,
and corporate income tax. . o

{3) Present law Federal taxes as a share of expanded income.

{4} Imposes a five cent per gallan increase in mator fuels taxss.

E. Wealth Taxes (Estate and Gift Taxes)

The Federal unified estate and gift tax is a tax on the transfer
of wealth. Unique issues arise in analyzing the distribution of the
tax burden when wealth is used as a tax base.

Conceptual issues in distributing the incidence of taxes on
wealth

Taxes on flows versus taxes on stocks

Income taxes, payroll taxes, and excise and other consumption
taxes generally tax economic activity as it occurs. Income and con-
sumption represent ongoing, current economic activity by the tax-
payer.?® Accumulated wealth, on the other hand, does not cor-

6 Economists call income and consumption “flow” concepts. In simple terms, a flow can only
be measured by reference to a unit of time. Thus, one refers to a taxpayer's annual income or
monthly consumption expenditures.
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respond to any ongoing, current economic activity.?? Wealth de-
pends upon previous economic activity either by the current wealth
holder or other individuals. For example, current wealth can result
from accumulated saving from income or from bequests received.

Because wealth is the accumulation of flows of saving over a pe-
riod of years, taxes on wealth are not directly comparable to taxes
on income or consumption which may represent only current, rath-
er than accumulated, economic activity. For example, assume that
a taxpayer receives wage income of $10,000 per year, saves all of
this income, and the savings earn an annual return of five percent.
At the end of five years, the accumulated value of the taxpayer’s
investments would be $58,019. Assume that the wealth is trans-
ferred at the end of the fifth year. If a 10-percent tax were imposed
on wage income, one would conclude that a burden of $1,000 was
imposed annually. If a 10-percent tax were imposed on the transfer
of wealth, one would conclude that a burden of $5,801.90 was im-
posed at the end of the fifth year. If, after paying the wage tax, the
taxpayer had invested the remaining $9,000 each year to earn five

ercent, at the end of five years the taxpayer’s holding would be

52,217.10. This is the same value that would remain under the
wealth tax ($58,019.00 less $5,801.90). Thus, it is misleading to say
that the burden of the wage tax is $1,000 in each year while the
burden of the transfer tax is $5,801.90 in the fifth year.

The timing of payment of the wealth tax is important. As the
above example reveals, the conceptual problem is that, to interpret
the burden of taxes on wealth (a stock) in a manner comparable
to the burden of taxes on income or consumption (flows), an explicit
assumption is required to convert the stock to a flow. One could ob-
serve that the value $5,801.90 is the future value of $1,000 in-
vested annually at five percent for five years. One could then com-
pare the burden of the two taxes for the five-year time period.
However, such a solution raises severe practical difficulties. At the
time of transfer by gift or bequest, the transferred wealth may
have been accumulated over different time periods, making any
consistent comparison to income earned over a fixed time period
very difficult. Theoretically, one could compute the present value of
all income or consumption taxes paid by a taxpayer and make a
comparison to taxes on transfers of wealth. As discussed in Part
I1.C, such calculations of lifetime taxes, income, and consumption
have their own difficulties.

Another alternative is to annualize the tax paid on the wealth
transfer. For example, wealth of $1 million would generate annual
income of $50,000 if invested in an infinitely lived annuity to yield
five percent. One could convert a $100,000 tax liability, which a 10-
percent tax on the transfer of $1 million creates, into the
annualized (at five percent) equivalent of $5,000.%% While such an
annualization would make taxes on stocks of accumulated wealth
more comparable to taxes on annual flows of income, it would de-

97 Reonomists call wealth a “stock” concept. A stock of wealth, such as a bank account, may
generate a flow of income, such as annual interest income.

98 A five-percent annuity of shorter duration would pay out more than $50,000 annually as
;l‘%eogaincipal is drawn down. The comparable annualized tax equivalent would be greater than
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pend on the choice of annualized yield chosen and the horizon over
which the annualization is calculated. ‘ .

The preceding paragraph illustrates another conceptual dif-
ficulty. Suppose the taxpayer with wealth of $1 million had an an-
nual wage income of $50,000. If the taxpayer transfers the $1 mil-
lion and incurs a $100,000 tax liability, is it appropriate to meas-
ure that $100,000 tax liability relative to the taxpayer’s current
wage income of $50,000, or should the taxpayer’s wage income have
been grossed up bgf the potential $50,000 annual yield on the accu-
mulated wealth?%° This is another example of the issue of income
measurement discussed in Part IV,

Wealth taxes as taxes on capital

Taxes on accumulated wealth are taxes on the stock of capital
held by the taxpayer. As a tax on capital, issues similar to those
discussed in Part II1.B arise.l°° Some economists believe that an
individual’s bequest motives are important to understanding saving
behavior and aggregate capital accumulation. If estate and gift
taxes alter the bequest motive, they may change the tax burdens
of taxpayers other than the decedent and his or her heirs. It is an
open question whether the bequest motive is an economically im-
portant explanation of taxpayer saving behavior and level of the
capital stock. For example, theoretical analysis suggests that the
bequest motive may account for between 15 and 70 percent of the
United States’ capital stock.10! Others, question the importance of
the bequest motive in national capital formation.1°? Furthermore,
it is also an open question whether estate and gift taxes encourage
or discourage saving.

Generational incidence of wealth taxes

An additional conceptual difficulty is whether the tax would be
borne by the generation of the tra